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Abstract

This thesis investigates how the Middle English romances use time as a framework
for the shaping of individual identity. It uses linguistic and narrative analysis, with a
consideration of context, to illuminate the romances’ portrayal of human experience in
time, arguing that the romances are attuned to the shaping forces of agency, remembrance,
and narrative structure. In this way, these texts stand as examples of reflective thought and
identity formation. Via the exemplarity produced through ethical reading, romances equip
their gentry and mercantile readership to reflect on their own identities with the romances
as models. As its sources, this thesis uses a selection of Middle English romances focusing
on the individual lifetime and preserved in manuscripts for household readership. The
introduction will position the work within current scholarly interest in temporality, define
views on romance audience, and propose a model of ethical reading, or ‘romance
exemplarity’, which will shape an understanding of how medieval readers would have
applied romance to themselves. Chapter One considers the ‘pastness’ of romance, and
argues that the nostalgic effects of romance are crafted to foster a sense of continuity
between the past and present, thereby overcoming resistance to change and channelling
readers’ desire towards an exemplary model. Chapter Two examines how the romances use
temporal models to structure personal remembrances of failure and rupture, and argues that
the romances adopt temporalities from religious discourse to interrogate the intersections
between spiritual and secular life. Chapter Three examines the use of the future tense in
romance, whereby characters negotiate personal desire and social authority, fantasising a
world in which social hierarchies merge with and support the desires of the protagonist.
Chapter Four uses narrative theory to explore how romances articulate the relationship
between human temporality and divine intervention, locating ethical puzzles which
inscribe a narrative attempt to think through individual life confronting the omnitemporal
power of God. Finally, the conclusion draws together the findings of the study to argue that
temporal readings of romance are a neglected but necessary component in assessing the
genre, and can contribute answers to ongoing debates in romance criticism, particularly
where atemporal models of interpretation have traditionally prevailed. Temporality in
romance vitally shapes the genre’s relation to other medieval discourses, its preoccupations,

and its relationship with its audience.
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Introduction

Mony aunterez here-biforne

Haf fallen suche er pis.

Now pat bere pe croun of porne,
He bryng vus to his blysse! AMEN.'

These are the closing lines of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. 1 first encountered
them in translation in an undergraduate British literature textbook, sitting in an empty
teaching room to do my reading between classes. Even in translation, they impressed me
immensely, but [ scarcely knew why, though I mulled over the passage through the years. |
did not know, at the time, that it was ‘convention’ to end a romance with a prayer, or to
address the audience directly. But knowing that does not, and should not, diminish the
quality of these lines that impressed me then: their brief evocation of vast spaces of time.

These lines are provocative in many ways, but especially, I am now able to say,
temporally. They hint at many other adventures, specifically ones which take place ‘er pis’.
Why is that? Why not ‘at the same time’ or ‘after’? Immediately, the next lines whisk our
attention into the future, with a benediction, specifically for the future of ‘vus’, no longer
the story of Gawain or the ‘mony aunterez’ (many adventures) besides his. The invocation
of ‘us’ in the closing is a convention of the genre, some say a relic or fantasy of oral
performance,” but while this accounts for the origin of the enigmatic ‘vus’ it does not fully
elucidate its purpose: why does the audience need to be overtly addressed?® And does this
address, so consciously done, impact the narrative in any way? Why should the narrator be
concerned for the specifically future fate of the audience? Moreover, there is the question
of how this prayer for the future impacts our reading of the narrative which precedes it: if
the ending of a story is so important,* what do we make of this ending in relation to the

whole story?

'J.R. R. Tolkien and E. V. Gordon, eds., Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, ond ed., rev. Norman Davis
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), 2525-30.

% Carol Fewster, Traditionality and Genre in Middle English Romance (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1987), 22-
23; John M. Ganim, Style and Consciousness in Middle English Narrative (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1983), 71, 149.

3 Roger Dalrymple considers the closing invocation and its function in Language and Piety in Middle English
Romance (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2000), 29-32. One function he identifies is that of creating a community
between readers, speaker and characters.

* Peter Brooks, Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative (New York: Knopf, 1984), 93-94;
Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction, with a new epilogue (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1966, 1967, 2000).
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I invoke Sir Gawain and the Green Knight because it is a well-known romance
which raises some of the temporal questions pertaining to many other romances. These are
particularly issues of the temporal situating of the story in relation to the audience. Why
does the narrator make specific efforts to state when the story occurs? Why does the
narrator pray for the audience’s future? But these are not the only temporal questions
which the romance raises.

The puzzles of these lines of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight in fact echo
throughout the poem. As is well known, the whole romance is ‘bracketed’ by the history
from Troy to Arthurian Britain in a mirrored chronology, beginning with a whirlwind
history going forward to Arthur’s time (1-36), then reversing at the end to speed even more
quickly backwards through that same history and land again at Troy (2522-25).” There are
also at least two cases of distance in time producing differing interpretations. The first is in
the early mention of Arthur’s court, which in the narrator’s recollective account is
portrayed as the epitome of chivalric innocence (37-59); however, the whole narrative of
the romance, in which the court’s foremost hero Gawain proves a failure, complicates this
retrospective report of the Arthurian court.® Similarly, at the end, Gawain groans in
retelling his story, while the court laughs (2502, 2514). This provides the reader with two
possible responses to Gawain’s adventures, the one shaped by Gawain’s remembering of a
lived experience, the other a response not to experience but to its narration. These issues of
retrospect, reinterpretation and narration are also temporal.

More extensive study of these temporal techniques is needed, because they recur
across the romance genre. The positioning of the narrator and audience in relation to the
emphatically past time of the romance is common, and discussed in Chapter One.
Instances of recollection and retelling of the past occur in many romances, including Sir
Cleges, Ywain and Gawain, and Le Bone Florence of Rome, often at pivotal moments. As
the final chapter will make clear, the romance genre, characteristically taciturn when it

comes to explaining motivations or meanings, makes potent use of the temporal features of

> See, e.g., Laila Gross, ‘Time in the Towneley Cycle, King Horn, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and
Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde’ (PhD Thesis, University of Toronto, 1967), 116-17.

% This has been debated. See, e.g., Christopher Dean, Arthur of England: English Attitudes to King Arthur
and the Knights of the Round Table in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 1987), 77-8; Laura Ashe, ‘Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and the Limits of Chivalry’, in
Exploitations of Medieval Romance, ed. Laura Ashe, Ivana Djordjevi¢, and Judith Weiss (Cambridge: D. S.
Brewer, 2010), esp. 167; cf. Jonathan Nicholls, The Matter of Courtesy: Medieval Courtesy Books and the
Gawain-Poet (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1985), 116.
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narrative structure to allow inferences to fill these gaps. These vital and recurring temporal
features in the romances have received little study.

Furthermore, certain features commonly considered characteristic of the romance
genre suggest that romance offers fruitful ground for temporal analysis. One such feature is
the happy ending, cited by many critics as a feature of the genre, and considered by Kevin
Whetter especially to be the sine qua non of romance.” Whatever the content of the story,
he argues, it is incapable of being a romance if it does not end happily. Temporality is not
one of Whetter’s concerns, but his argument is intriguing from a temporal perspective. It
might be rephrased thus: whatever happens as the narrative unfolds, the make-or-break
requirement is that a certain event (the happy outcome) must occur at a certain time. Thus,
with this definition of romance, there is a temporal requirement at the outset. The happy
ending of a romance will condition the whole ‘argument’ which it can make, and the whole
function it can assume in society.®

Another temporal generic feature of romance is what Geraldine Barnes calls its
‘chronological’ ‘enclosure’.” Middle English romance tends to encompass the whole
lifetime of one individual; it is ‘biographically complete’.'’ This, Barnes notes, is different
from Chrétien’s romances, where the focus is on the heroes’ chivalric careers, an
observation borne out by the ending of Ywain and Gawain:"" there, where the Middle
English version carefully describes the ultimate fates and deaths of all its central characters,
the French simply concludes with the present satisfaction of Yvain and his lady and gives
no hint of their futures. In this way, the Middle English romances in particular tend to
assume an individualistic focus, deriving their whole structure from the temporal
framework of the individual life.'? The argument and function of romance is thus

conditioned by a certain type of temporal structure. As with the happy ending, this suggests

7 Kevin Whetter, Understanding Genre and Medieval Romance (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2008),
50, 99. On the happy ending, see Derek Brewer, ‘Escape from the Mimetic Fallacy’, in Studies in Medieval
English Romances: Some New Approaches, ed. Derek Brewer (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1988), 8; Derek
Brewer, ‘The Nature of Romance’, Poetica 9 (1978), 27; Gillian Beer, The Romance (London: Methuen &
Co., 1970, 1977), 10, 29; Helen Cooper, The English Romance in Time. Transforming Motifs from Geoffrey
of Monmouth to the Death of Shakespeare (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 10; Wanchen Tai, ‘Is
There An End?’ (PhD Thesis, University of York, 2008), 198, 202.

¥ Cf. Brooks, Reading for the Plot, 93-4.

? Geraldine Barnes, Counsel and Strategy in Middle English Romance (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1993), 18.
' Barnes, Counsel and Strategy, 18.

" Barnes, Counsel and Strategy, 18.

12 Cf. Jane Bliss, Naming and Namelessness in Medieval Romance, Studies in Medieval Romance 7
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2008), 20.
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that investigating these temporal aspects of romance structure will yield a greater

understanding of the romances themselves.

Time in Literary Studies, Medieval Studies, and Romance

The importance of studying time in literature has become increasingly clear in the
last few decades. In part, this is because it is now clear that mid-twentieth-century
structuralist and formalist models of interpretation tend to ‘suppress time’ in favour of
spatially perceived structures, and growing scholarly interest in time is partly a reaction to
this former focus on atemporal meaning."> The intellectual foundation for the study of
temporality in narrative is Paul Ricoeur’s three-volume work, Time and Narrative,
published in French in the 1960s and translated into English in the 1980s."* Ricoeur’s
theory, dually derived from Augustine and Aristotle (a pleasing beginning for
medievalists), demonstrates that all narrative is temporal because all human experience is
temporal; moreover, that narrative is a way of giving shape and meaning to specifically
temporal experience."” Ricoeur’s philosophical bent leaves much room for more technical
analysis of narratives, a gap which critics like Gerard Genette, Mieke Bal, Frank Kermode,
and Peter Brooks have filled by developing terminologies for discussing how time operates
in narrative.'® What these studies and terminologies reveal is that time in narrative is never
simple, but is a complex construction even in the simplest of texts. Because the time of the
story itself (the events ‘as they really happened’) and the time of the narrative (the
sequence and timing in which events are narrated) always exist in relation to each other,

the constructed time of narrative moves in a varying sequence of tensions with the time of

' Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Raw and the Cooked: Introduction to a Science of Mythology, trans. John and
Doreen Weightman (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1986), 16; David Wood, The Deconstruction of Time,
with a new preface by the author, SPEP Studies in Historical Philosophy (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern
University Press, 2001), xxxv, 349-51; Mark Currie, About Time: Narrative, Fiction and the Philosophy of
Time, The Frontiers of Theory (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 1; Brooks, Reading for the
Plot, 10.

' Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer, 3 vols. (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1984).

15 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, 1:xi; the discussion of Augustine and Aristotle takes place in vol. 1, Chs. 1
and 2.

16 Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, trans. Jane E. Lewin (Ithaca, New York:
Cornell University Press, 1980), esp. Chs. 1-4; Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of
Narrative, trans. Christine Van Boheemen, 3" ed. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009); Kermode,
The Sense of an Ending; Brooks, Reading for the Plot.
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the story: backwards and forwards, faster and slower, and on different levels of remove.'’
This relationship between story and narrative makes it clear that even choosing the
sequencing or pace of events in a narrative is an act of interpretation, capable of eliciting
important interpretive inferences from the audience, for example about causation.'® Other
studies of the cultural relevance of time suggest that the temporality chosen for a narrative
will always have resonances outside itself with social, gendered, or religious constructions
of time, to name a few: that certain types of time may be considered ‘medieval’,
‘Christian’, ‘postmodern’, or ‘feminine’.'” Together, theorists of narrative span the
spectrum from philosophical meditations to cultural considerations of temporality to
specific narrative workings, but in total their findings suggest that almost any narrative
presents a sophisticated and meaningful manipulation of time.

In exploring the cultural resonances of temporality, some scholars have developed
concepts of specifically medieval types of temporality.”’ Seminal in this is Jacques Le
Goft’s Time, Work and Culture in French Life and Thought. Le Goff propounds the idea
that the Middle Ages was a time of changing perceptions of time itself, that the invention
of the clock and the use of clock time to track labour created a new and different sense of
time, distinct from the more flexible monastic time which changed with the seasons and
was rooted in the rhythms of sacred observance.”' With the invention of the clock, time
became not only independently measurable apart from daylight, but also became linked

with labour and hence a commodity.*” In other words, certain uses of time are proposed to

17 E.g. Genette, Narrative Discourse, 33-35, and Chs. 1-4; Bal, Narratology, Ch. 2.

'® Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca and London:
Cornell University Press, 1978), 45-6. This will be considered in further detail in Chapter Four.

" Jacques Le Goff, Time, Work and Culture in the Middle Ages, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago, 1982);
Anne Higgins, ‘Medieval Notions of the Structure of Time’, Journal of Medieval and Renaissance Studies 19,
no. 2 (1989); A. J. Gurevich, Categories of Medieval Culture, trans. G. L. Campbell (London, Boston,
Melbourne and Henley: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985), 110-11; Heather Dyke, ed., Time and Ethics:

Essays at the Intersection (Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2003); Helga
Nowotny, Time: The Postmodern Experience, trans. Neville Plaice (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994); Paul
Strohm, ‘Time and the Social Implications of Narrative Form’, Ch. 5 in Social Chaucer (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Pres, 1994); Rita Felski, ‘Telling Time in Feminist Theory’, Tulsa

Studies in Women'’s Literature 21, no. 1 (2002); Julia Kristeva, ‘Women’s Time’, trans. Alice Jardine and
Harry Blake, Signs 7, no. 1 (1981), 13-35.

2% A good account of critical ideas of medieval temporality is given by Roseanna Cross, Time Past Well
Remembered: The Handling of Time in Some Middle English and Old French Texts (Saarsbriicken: VDM
Verlag Dr. Muller Aktiengesellschaft & Co. KG, 2009), 1-4.

e Goff, Time, Work and Culture, 29-52; see also Gurevich, Categories of Medieval Culture, 104-6.

22 See also Linne Mooney, ‘The Cock and the Clock: Telling Time in Chaucer’s Day’, Studies in the Age of
Chaucer 15 (1993).
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be not only culturally specific to the Middle Ages, but become the locus for a narrative of
social development, indeed locating the Middle Ages as the beginning of an industrial,
capitalist, practice of time.”® At the same time, other scholars have explored cultural views
of time in other specifically medieval domains: medieval historiography, exegesis,
hagiography, and personal devotion.** These studies not only explore the cultural domains
which both inform and are shaped by medieval literature, but propose that the study of
temporality is one angle for new and more nuanced insight into the medieval period. This
also means that any study of time in medieval narrative will have implications for how we
view medieval culture and ‘the medieval period’, indeed how we view ‘the modern period’
as differentiated, or continuing on, from it.”> Le Goff’s study illustrates this perfectly,
articulating an analysis of medieval time which evolves into a narrative of the origins of
modern industry.

In criticism of medieval narrative, an accumulation of studies through the last few
decades paints a picture of how medieval narratives which are not overtly ‘about time’ may
make crucial use of time. John Ganim’s Style and Consciousness in Middle English
Narrative examines the portrayal of both time and space in a series of Middle English texts,
including a few romances. His work demonstrates not only the nuance of Middle English
treatments of time, but argues that medieval narrative stands as a complement to
philosophical debate, a proposition that sees the romances as intellectual texts which not
only evince the prevailing cultural issues of their time, but participate in these debates.*

Ganim’s work assesses anonymous romances on equal footing with Chaucerian works and

2 Le Goff, Time, Work and Culture, xii-xiii.

2% Gabrielle M. Spiegel, The Past as Text: The Theory and Practice of Medieval Historiography (Baltimore,
1999); Spiegel, ‘Genealogy: Form and Function in Medieval Historical Narrative’, History and Theory 22
(1983); Marjorie E. Reeves, ‘History and Prophecy in Medieval Thought’, Medievalia et Humanistica, n.s. 5
(1974); R. W. Southern, ‘Aspects of the European Tradition of Historical Writing: 3: History as Prophecy’,
Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 5" ser. 22 (1972), 159-80; Thomas J. Heffernan, Sacred
Biography: Saints and Their Biographers in the Middle Ages (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 87-99;
Eamon Dufty, Marking the Hours: English People and Their Prayers 1240-1570 (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 20006).

 Le Goff, Time, Work and Culture, xi. Cf. Chris Humphrey, introduction to Time in the Medieval World, ed.
Chris Humphrey and Mark Ormrod (Woodbridge, Suffolk: York Medieval Press, 2001), 1-2; Ute Berns and
Andrew James Johnston, ‘Medievalism: A Very Short Introduction’, European Journal of English Studies 15,
no. 2 (July 2011), 98-99; Richard Utz, ‘Coming to Terms with Medievalism’, European Journal of English
Studies 15, no. 2 (July 2011), 104; David Aers, ‘A Whisper in the Ear of Early Modernists; or, Reflections on
Literary Critics Writing the “History of the Subject’™’, in Culture and History 1350-1600: Essays on English
Communities, Identities and Writing (New York, London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1992); cf. Nicholas Watson,
‘Desire for the Past’, Studies in the Age of Chaucer 21 (1999), 92-97.

% Ganim, Style and Consciousness, 152-52.
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makes the important point that these narratives all deserve attention as intellectually and
culturally important works. Another important contribution has been in the realm of
memory studies, which are directly linked to analysing the use of the past. In The Book of
Memory, Mary Carruthers gives a detailed reconstruction of medieval memory techniques,
and explicates the close alliance between narrative, individual memory and judgment, and
ethics. In other words, though both time and narrative are arguably peripheral to her focus,
she establishes a model for how time is implicated in decision-making, how a reader
relates to the ‘past’ of a narrative already read, and how the reader enacts the connection
between the ‘past’ of a narrative and the ‘present’ of an ethical situation. She offers a few
nuanced and scintillating readings of medieval narratives, and her theories have a much
wider potential for application than critics of medieval narrative have generally
appreciated.”’

The importance of narratives, including romance, in medieval instances of
collective memory has been more widely explored than the type of individual memory
studied by Carruthers.?® Such studies, through their frequent theoretical affiliations with
areas of study including fantasy, postcolonialism, and nationalism, link memory and time
more generally with the shaping of identity. For example, Geraldine Heng, Robert Rouse,
and Patricia Clare Ingham explore how romance treatments of the past in some form
contribute to recovery from trauma and the shaping of present-day English identity.”
Other medieval genres, like genealogy, history writing, and prophecy, are given similar
consideration by Lee Patterson, Gabrielle Spiegel, and Lesley Coote.> In many of these
studies, there is a focus on remembering the past as a vehicle for the shaping of identity,
via the shaping of ethical behaviour (Carruthers), the use of the past to legitimise present

authority (Spiegel), or using romances to work through past communal trauma (Heng). All

" Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990). Carruthers’s work is preceded by that of Francis Yates, which covers a longer period
but in less detail: The Art of Memory (Chicago, 1966).

¥ See Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, ed. and trans. Lewis A. Coser, The Heritage of Sociology
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1992).

» Robert Allen Rouse, The Idea of Anglo-Saxon England in Middle English Romance, Studies in Medieval
Romance 8 (Woodbridge, Suffolk: D. S. Brewer, 2005); Geraldine Heng, Empires of Magic: Medieval
Romance and the Politics of Cultural Fantasy (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003); Patricia Clare
Ingham, Sovereign Fantasies: Arthurian Romance and the Making of Britain (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2001); Helen Young, Constructing ‘England’ in the Fourteenth Century: A Postcolonial
Interpretation of Middle English Romance (Lewiston, Queenston, Lampeter: Edwin Mellen Press, 2010).

3% Lee Patterson, Negotiating the Past: the Historical Understanding of Medieval Literature (Madison,
Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987); Spiegel, The Past as Text; Lesley A. Coote, Prophecy and
Public Affairs in Later Medieval England (York: York Medieval Press, 2000).
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these works portray memory as directed towards a defining, legitimising, or restoring of a
present-day identity, a proposition which will receive further exploration here. The closely-
related field of nostalgia, traditionally the preserve of eighteenth-century and more recent
periods of study,’' has also received some attention in relation to medieval drama and to
Piers Plowman, of which the latter compellingly proposes that nostalgia towards a past
society in fact fuels a radical impulse towards future change. Rydzeski’s study of Piers
Plowman signals the often deceptive orientation of nostalgia appearing conservative but in
fact being substantially radical, which this study will also explore.*” Finally, two volumes
of essays published in 2000, that year of temporal anxiety, take the millennium as a point
for reflecting on the temporal concerns of the Middle Ages: Medieval Concepts of the Past
and Medieval Futures: Attitudes to the Future in the Middle Ages.” These studies suggest
that meditating on the temporalities of the Middle Ages may shed light on present-day
concerns.

All the studies listed above make it clear that time, broadly conceived, can form a
fruitful topic for study in medieval narrative, but many gaps remain in the field.** For one
thing, many of the studies above tend to focus on communitarian conceptions of identity:
political identity, English identity, the identity of social classes in relation to one another.
However, in the romances particularly, a great number of texts focus structurally on
individuals, and thus it seems incumbent to consider how the link between time and
identity functions in such a setting, where even the titles of romances force attention onto
the structure of a single central hero. In the romance genre, too, the desires are often

acutely domestic rather than overtly political: family, wife, children, good living. If

3! For example, Nicholas Dames, Amnesiac Selves: Nostalgia, Forgetting, and British Fiction, 1810-1870
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). Dames reads the operation of nostalgia in the Victorian novel.
Nostalgia is treated as a central topic in certain types of eighteenth-century verse: see Laurence Lerner, The
Uses of Nostalgia: Studies in Pastoral Poetry (London: Chatto & Windus, 1972); Aaron Santesso, 4 Careful
Longing: The Poetics and Problems of Nostalgia (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2000).

32 John C. Coldewey, ‘The Way Things (Never) Were: Spiritual Nostalgia in Medieval English Plays’,
European Medieval Drama 2 (1998); Justine Rydzeski, Radical Nostalgia in the Age of Piers Plowman,
Studies in the Humanities 48 (New York: P. Lang, 1999). Note that Rydzeski’s definition of ‘radical’ refers
to the concept of social reform through return, and thus differs from a more modern connotation of radicalism
as a rejection of the past (12-13).

33 Gerd Althoff, Johannes Fried, and Patrick J. Geary, eds, Medieval Concepts of the Past: Ritual, Memory,
Historiography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); J. A. Burrow and Ian P. Wei, eds.,
Medieval Futures: Attitudes to the Future in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2000).

3 Jeffrey J. Cohen, Medieval Identity Machines, Medieval Cultures 35 (Minneapolis and London: University
of Minnesota Press, 2003), 1-3.
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memory and the future are linked to the shaping of identity, how does this identity-shaping
function in a romance about a single knight with a supposed audience of the knightly class?
Additionally, there are few focused considerations of time in relation to romance.
More especially, though theoreticians like Ricoeur, Genette, Brooks and others have
formulated compelling terminologies for temporal analysis of narrative, as well as
considerations of how these narrative structures link to worldview and argument, with a
few exceptions these approaches have not received wide attention in the study of Middle
English narrative.” As the introductory remarks on Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
suggested, many of the puzzles of romance are linked to temporality, and therefore it is
important to submit these texts to serious narrative analysis as one way of unpicking their
most debated moments. A few studies do provide good examples of this methodology at
work. In book length, the first is Ganim’s Style and Consciousness, which includes King
Horn and Havelok the Dane, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, and other romance-like
works such as Troilus and Criseyde. A recent book (based on a thesis) by Roseanna Cross,
Time Past Well Remembered, deals with the use of time in several Middle English and Old
French texts, particularly the issue of narrative order and how medieval texts relate
narrative time to the time of the external world.*® A 1967 thesis by Laila Gross analyses
how time passes in King Horn, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, and Troilus and
Criseyde, but to my knowledge none of this material has appeared in print.”’ A thesis by
Wanchen Tai, titled ‘Is There An End?’, examines several anonymous Middle English
romances to reassess their treatment of desire and satisfaction, a topic closely involved
with the temporality of narrative structure and how the future is handled.*® Mary
Carruthers analyses the use of tense in Chaucer and its relation to memorative practices,
resolving certain problematic points in Chaucer’s narration, while Karen Smyth performs a

similar analysis on ‘time referents’ in the work of Lydgate.*® Finally, Ad Putter takes the

3 Evelyn Birge Vitz carries out such a study on French literature: Medieval Narrative and Modern
Narratology: Subjects and Objects of Desire (New York and London: New York University Press, 1989).
Roseanna Cross performs some temporal narrative analysis on a few Middle English texts in Time Past Well
Remembered.

36 Cross, Time Past Well Remembered.

37 Gross, ‘Time in the Towneley Cycle, King Horn, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and Chaucer’s Troilus
and Criseyde’.

3% Wanchen Tai, ‘Is There an End?’.

3% Mary Carruthers, ‘Meditations on the “Historical Present” and “Collective Memory” in Chaucer and Sir
Gawain and the Green Knight’, in Humphrey and Ormrod, Time in the Medieval World, 137-155; Karen



20

exact approach described above of using temporal and narrative analysis as ways of
resolving persistent ‘problems’ in certain romances.*’ All of these works link a close
analysis of how time is used with a consideration of the ideological and cultural
implications, hence representing the basic goals of my own work. However, there is a need
for studies which go beyond the canonical romances and Chaucerian works to the wide
field of equally compelling anonymous Middle English romances.*'

This thesis aims to accomplish two goals in relation to this existing scholarship.
The first is to link the kind of detailed reading of narrative, such as that performed by
Ganim, Putter, Smyth and Carruthers, with a consideration of how those features of
language and style reflect larger cultural and philosophical concerns. Theorists have
demonstrated the philosophical and cultural implications of how narratives handle time,
from issues of structure, to the resonances and cultural meanings of temporal frameworks,
down to small details of tense and order. Smaller-scale studies like those of Putter, Smyth
and Carruthers suggest that there is much productive reading still to be done about the
connection between the romances’ details of syntax and structure and the ideological
conclusions these choices promote. I hope to provide at least some such readings by
considering the cultural and ideological implications of time in romance, while anchoring
those readings in the detail of tense and narrative structure.

Secondly, this thesis will explore the potential for multiple temporalities to coexist
within a single work. As scholars have now moved away from a view of a “‘monolithic’ or
‘singular’ Middle Ages, so too it is important to recognise that analysing time in Middle
English texts is not simply a matter of identifying ‘medieval time’ or a ‘medieval way of

.. . 42 Cq . . .
conceiving temporal experience’.”” Rather, within a single narrative many temporal modes

Smyth, ‘The Significance of Time Referents in Lydgate’s Work’, in Time and Eternity: The Medieval
Discourse, ed. Gerhard Jaritz and Gerson Moreno-Riafio (Turnhout: Brepols, 2003).

0 Ad Putter, ‘In Search of Lost Time: Missing Days in Sir Cleges and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’, in
Humphrey and Ormrod, Time in the Medieval World, 119-136; Putter, ‘Story Line and Story Shape in Sir
Percyvell of Gales and Chrétien de Troyes’s Conte du Graal’, in Pulp Fictions of Medieval England, ed.
Nicola McDonald (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2004).

*! There is an equal need for the anonymous romances to be considered on their own terms instead of in
comparison with—especially—Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and Chaucer’s works. One great
shortcoming of Gross’s thesis is its hierarchisation of texts: from King Horn as formulaic, to Sir Gawain and
the Green Knight as ‘infus[ing]’ romance formulae with ‘life’ and making them into ‘assets’, to Troilus and
Criseyde as the romance of the three which is ‘fullest with and in time’ (‘Time in the Towneley Cycle, King
Horn, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde’, 142, 236). The only
anonymous romance in her study thus becomes simply a comparison point for directing praise at Chaucer’s
poem.

2 Aers, ‘A Whisper in the Ear’.
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and structures coexist and interact, and the movements between these elements is as
responsible for final effect as the identity of each element itself. Indeed, the frictions
between elements may be the cause of interpretive problems, while properly understanding
them may equally be the solution. Therefore, it is one goal of this thesis to examine
particularly the intersections and shifts between tense, mode, narrative structures, and

different cultural models of time.

Selection of Texts

I have selected texts for this study from the romances that are most obviously
concerned with issues related to time, including memory, visions of the future, and the
temporal features of narrative structure. In some cases, the romances which fall into this
category are obvious: I am not the first to discuss the elaborate use of memory and time in
Ywain and Gawain and its source Yvain.* In fact, I include this romance in two different
chapters because it potently addresses two distinct aspects of time, both the ‘pastness’ of
romance and autobiographical memory within romance. In other texts, time may not
appear to be a central ‘theme’, but often has a vital function in how the romance is
structured or as the medium for framing its main concerns.** One goal of this study is to
demonstrate that, with adequate methods for reading these temporal features of structure
and language, time emerges as a functional and central—if initially submerged—feature of
many romances.

Structure has also formed an important criterion for selecting romances. This study
focuses on those romances which structure themselves around a single individual’s lifetime,
because the central concern is with how the romances use time to shape individual identity.
Romances examined here which evince this focus most fully, encompassing both the
hero’s birth and death, are Sir Tryamour, Sir Perceval of Galles, Amis and Amiloun, and Le
Bone Florence of Rome. Some other romances do not begin with the hero’s birth but rather

in medias res, starting at his adulthood, but do explicitly refer to the hero’s ‘ending’ or

* Jon Whitman, ‘Thinking Backward and Forward: Narrative Order and the beginnings of Romance’, Partial
Answers: Journal of Literature and the History of Ideas 4, no. 2 (June 2006): 131-50.

* Whether all narratives are ‘about time’ in some way has been debated. Ricoeur argues that not all
narratives are about time, because time is not at stake in all of them (Time and Narrative, 2:101). Currie,
however, argues that in the case of novels at least, some appear not to be “about time’ only because their
temporalities are so culturally accepted that they register as invisible. He argues that all novels are ‘about
time’ in some sense (About Time, 4). I would say that this means that time is potentially ‘at stake’ even where
it does not form a direct subject of the narrative.
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death: these are Ywain and Gawain, Robert of Cisyle, Sir Cleges, Sir Eglamour of Artois,
and Sir Isumbras. By this criterion of the individual lifetime one type of romance in
particular is excluded, namely the romances where Arthur is a central figure, for example
the alliterative Morte Arthure, The Avowyng of Arthur and The Awntyrs off Arthure. The
reason for this is that the Arthurian romances, when dealing with identity, are freighted
with more political and often communitarian concerns which differentiate them from the
romances which treat of an individual’s lifetime. The Arthurian romances can, in fact, also
benefit from a temporal reading, but in the interest of space I have reserved my attention
for the other romances which are more individually focused.* I prioritise these because it
is the individual lifetime of these heroes (and one heroine) which makes these romances
most readily translatable as exemplary models for an audience similarly concerned with the
trajectory of their own lives. These are also the romances which most clearly articulate
individual identity centred in the middling social milieu I shall discuss below, and which
present central figures who align well with the information we have about romance
readership.

Additionally, my selection of romances has purposefully transgressed one
traditional divide, that of sacred versus secular. This is because one goal of this study is to
expose these different romances equally to certain types of ethical reading, rather than
prejudging their concerns based upon sources or traditional classifications. Some of the
romances examined here have been generally considered religious or exemplary, for
example Amis and Amiloun, Robert of Cisyle, Le Bone Florence of Rome, and Sir Isumbras,
all of which have very clear hagiographical or moralising affiliations. Others, like Sir
Tryamour, Sir Perceval of Galles, Ywain and Gawain, Sir Cleges and Sir Eglamour of
Artois are generally more secular in frame of reference, and are not usually considered
didactic. Choosing romances from both sides of a divide sometimes perceived in romance
enables the argument that both the so-called didactic romances and those considered texts
for pleasure employ similar uses of time and are attuned to the same issues. Specifically,
they all foster exemplary reading, not in a narrowly defined ‘didactic’ sense but in the
sense that all of these romances can be read as models for identity and behaviour. This is

equally true of both the traditionally didactic romances, like Robert of Cisyle, and the

* For similar reasons, I have also excluded the alliterative romances, for example the alliterative Morte
Arthure. As Pearsall notes, the alliterative romances are distinct from the others not only in verse-form but in
frame of reference and in general in their patronage: Derek Pearsall, Old English and Middle English Poetry,
Vol. 1 of The Routledge History of English Poetry (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977), 156-7.
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seemingly different and more secular (but not at all irreligious) Sir Cleges. For this reason,
the uniting criterion of romance selection is the structure of the individual lifetime, rather
than the nature of the text’s source or its surface-level ‘religious’ or ‘secular’ concerns;
how the text negotiates these dual concerns through individual lives is of more immediate
relevance both to this study and to the lives of romance audiences.

Because one method of this study is to read across several romances for
comparisons, these romances are selected to have overlapping manuscript contexts in some
cases. Most, in the versions I use, are preserved in manuscripts dating from the late
fourteenth century to the mid-fifteenth century, and congregate in a few major romance
manuscripts: Cambridge, University Library, Ff. 2.38; Lincoln, Lincoln Cathedral Library,
MS 91 (the Lincoln Thornton manuscript), and Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ashmole 61;
this implies that many of these romances, which I will read alongside one another, were in
fact read together by their medieval readers.*® These manuscripts will be discussed below.

During the course of this study, I shall allude to other romances than those which
form my central concern. As I hope to show, certain temporal features are so recurrent as
to be closely allied to the romance genre itself, for example the use of nostalgia I discuss in
Chapter One. Other features and concerns may not be generically associated with romance,
but clearly pertain to some members of the genre and suggest certain pervasive concerns of
the period and audience, for example the use of the future tense I discuss in Chapter Three.
Finally, I hope to provide methods of reading time in the romances which can be fruitfully
carried over to other texts. Even though reading different romances through this same lens
may produce different results, I hope to show that these methods of temporal reading are

useful frameworks for uncovering some of the romances’ core concerns.

Romance Readers and Contexts

These core concerns of romance pertain especially to the audience of a ‘middling

social milieu’. This is the audience which is now"’ generally agreed upon by romance

4 Cambridge, University Library, Ff. 2.38 contains versions of Robert of Cisyle, Sir Eglamour of Artois, Le
Bone Florence of Rome, and Sir Tryamour. Lincoln, Lincoln Cathedral Library, MS 91 (the Lincoln
Thornton MS) contains versions of Sir Eglamour of Artois and Sir Perceval of Galles. Oxford, Bodleian
Library, Ashmole 61 contains Sir Isumbras and Sir Cleges. Additionally, London, British Library, Egerton
MS 2862 contains a nearly-complete version of Amis and Amiloun and a fragment of Sir Eglamour.

7 Scholarship of previous decades has sometimes emphasised a lower-class audience than more recent
scholarship, and the ‘minstrel theory’ of composition was also associated with similar views. For examples,
see: Derek Pearsall, ‘The Development of Middle English Romance’, Mediaeval Studies 27 (1965), 91-92,
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scholars, and would include gentry and prosperous members of the mercantile class, as
well as members of the lower nobility.*® Evidence for this comes in part from the romance
manuscripts, most of which are plain and suggest an audience of those who could afford
books but not the lavishly illuminated volumes owned by aristocracy.*’ The chivalric
values and noble central characters of romance also suggest an audience of those who
consider themselves ‘gentil’, both in the sense of the county gentry but also including those
in urban settings who represented an urban gentility.”® These readers were interested in the
upward mobility portrayed in the romances; they were also literate, reasonably well read
people with the means and leisure time to own books and read them.’' In particular, this

audience represents a readership of those interested in actively defining their social and

102, 114; also Pearsall, Old English and Middle English Poetry, 146; but cf. ‘The Pleasure of Popular
Romance: A Prefatory Essay’, in Medieval Romance, Medieval Contexts, ed. Rhiannon Purdie and Michael
Cichon (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2011), 9-18; Gisela Guddat-Figge, ‘The Audience of the Romances’, in
Catalogue of Manuscripts Containing Middle English Romances (1 Miinchen: W. Fink, 1976), 44; John
Halverson, ‘Havelok the Dane and Society’, The Chaucer Review 6,no. 1 (1971), 150; Donald Sands, Middle
English Verse Romances (New York: Hold, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1966), 7; Andrew Taylor, ‘The Myth
of the Minstrel Manuscript’, Speculum 66, no. 1 (Jan. 1991), esp. 59-60; Hudson, ‘The Middle English
Popular Romances’, 77; Mehl, The Middle English Romances, 7-9, 12-13.

* For example: Carol M. Meale, ““Gode men / Wiues maydnes and alle men”: Romance and Its Audiences’,
in Readings in Medieval English Romance (Woodbridge, Suffolk: D. S. Brewer, 1994), 220-1; Harriet
Hudson, ‘Middle English Popular Romances: The Manuscript Evidence’, Manuscripta 28 (1984); Noel
James Menuge, Medieval English Wardship in Romance and Law (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2001), 14-15;
Raluca L. Radulescu, The Gentry Context for Malory’s Morte Darthur (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2003);
Helaine Newstead, ‘Romances: General’, in A Manual of the Writings in Middle English 1050-1500. Vol. I:
Romances, ed. J. Burke Severs (New Haven: The Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences, 1967), 11;
Johnston, Romance and the Gentry in Late Medieval England (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
forthcoming), 1. I am grateful to Michael Johnston for allowing me to see the typescript of this book. Page
numbers refer to the typescript.

49 Meale, ““Gode men / Wiues maydnes and alle men™’, 213-14. Meale notes that, for noble ownership of
Middle English romances, Bodley 264 and Harley 326 provide the best manuscript evidence (214-15). Only
four romance manuscripts have systematic illustration: these are London, British Library, MS Cotton Nero
A.X; Oxford, Bodleian Library, Bodley MS 264; New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, MS M 876; and
London, British Library, Harley MS 326. None of these manuscripts, it should be noted, contain the
romances which form the central study here. The one other illustrated romance manuscript is the Auchinleck
MS, though most of its illustrations have been cut out.

30 Hudson, ‘Middle English Popular Romances’, 76-78; Hudson, ‘Toward a Theory of Popular Literature:

The Case of the Middle English Romances’, Journal of Popular Culture 23, no. 3 (Winter 1989), 46; Hudson,
‘Construction of Class, Family, and Gender in Some Middle English Popular Romances’, in Class and
Gender in Early English Literature, ed. Britton J. Harwood and Gillian R. Overing (Bloomington,
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1994), 77-78; Stephen Knight, ‘The Social Function of the Middle
English Romances’, in Medieval Literature: Criticism, Ideology, and History, ed. David Aers (Brighton:
Harvester, 1986), 101-2; Cooper, The English Romance in Time, 43; Michael Johnston, Romance and the
Gentry, 20, 150.

>! Dieter Mehl, The Middle English Romances of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1968), 6, 12-13.
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familial identities,”* who, evidence suggests, read romances in a context of community and
debate.

By gentry, which is not a medieval term,’ I refer to the group of landowning
families below the baronage but who nonetheless assumed roles in, and therefore acquired
power through, local administration.”* They seem generally to evince at least a basic
degree of literacy, including amongst women.>> They also represent a numerous and
powerful social group; Catherine Carpenter’s study of Warwickshire estimates that in later
medieval England 60-75 percent of the land was owned by non-noble landowners, in other
words the group referred to here as gentry, meaning that, although they did not hold the
highest social status, as a group they practically managed most of the land in the country.>
This group would include the Paston and Stonor families, both of whom rose through legal

and administrative careers, as well as Robert Thornton, a tax collector in the North Riding

52 Johnston, Romance and the Gentry, 1, 56, 106, 227. Johnston argues repeatedly that the gentry romances
are a vehicle for the identity formation of an emergent class of middling landowners.

>3 Nigel Saul discusses this terminology and proposes alternative terms in Knights and Esquires: The
Gloucestershire Gentry in the Fourteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), 6-7.

> For some definitions of the gentry and their general attributes, see: K. B. McFarlane, The Nobility of Later
Medieval England (Oxford, 1973), 6, 268-78; Susan M. Wright, The Derbyshire Gentry in the Fifteenth
Century, Derbyshire Record Society, Vol. 8 (Chesterfield, Derbyshire Record Society, 1983), 1; Malcolm
Mercer, The Medieval Gentry: Power, Leadership and Choice During the Wars of the Roses (London:
Continuum, 2010), 11, 66; Christine Carpenter, Locality and Polity: A Study of Warwickshire Landed Society,
1401-1499 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 35-36, 42; Elizabeth Noble, The World of the
Stonors: A Gentry Society (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2009), 18-19; Peter Coss, The Origins of the English
Gentry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 11; Sylvia Thrupp, The Merchant Class of Medieval
London 1300-1500 (London: Cambridge University Press, 1948), 239-42.

>3 The Paston boys were variously educated at Cambridge, Oxford and Eton, and the Paston women have
enough administrative confidence to suggest a competent degree of education: see H. S. Bennett, The Pastons
and Their England: Studies in an Age of Transition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 103-
110. We know that at least one male child of the Stonor family was sent away to school (Noble, The World of
the Stonors, 43-4). Robert Thornton, well-known gentry book-owner (see below, 28-29), must have been
literate: see George Keiser, ‘Lincoln Cathedral Library MS. 91: Life and Milieu of the Scribe’, Studies in
Bibliography 32 (1979), 164. The Ashmole 61 collection is signed by the scribe and owner, Rate, indicating
his competence both in reading and writing. On literacy, see also Thrupp, The Merchant Class, 161-62; M. T.
Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: England 1066-1307, 2™ ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993; first
published in 1979 by Edward Arnold Ltd.; page references are to the 1993 version), 246-47, 252; Clanchy,
‘Looking Back from the Invention of Printing’, in Literacy in Historical Perspective, ed. Daniel P. Resnick
(Washington: Library of Congress, 1983), 14; Carol M. Meale, ‘ ...all the bokes that I haue of latyn,
englisch, and frensch’: Laywomen And Their Books in Late Medieval England’, in Women and Literature in
Britain 1150-1500, 2" ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993, 1996), 133-4; Julia Boffey,
‘Women Authors and Women’s Literacy in Fourteenth- and Fifteenth-Century England’, in Meale, Women
and Literature in Britain 1150-1500, 159-82.

36 Carpenter, Locality and Polity, 36; see also Saul, Knights and Esquires, 5; Christopher Dyer,
‘Warwickshire Farming 1349-c. 1520°, Dugdale Society Occasional Papers, No. 27 (Oxford: Dugdale
Society, 1981), 3; Michael Johnston, Romance and the Gentry, 27.
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of Yorkshire and the owner and compiler of two important romance manuscripts.’’ This
understanding of the gentry might also include Chaucer’s Franklin, a ‘householdere, and
that a greet’, a lover of Epicurean pleasures, who presides over his home’s ever-laden table
like a petty ‘lord and sire’.”®

The evidence of inventories and manuscripts for how these gentry families read
romance suggests that it often took place in reading networks in which reading was often
communal and books were shared. For example, a book inventory™® for John Paston I
survives from the 1470s, and, although damaged, lists a few titles which suggestively
correspond to known romances. For example, the list includes a ‘[...] Warwyk’, perhaps a
version of Guy of Warwick, a work titled ‘Kyng Richard Cure delyon’, which is perhaps a
romance like the Richard Coeur de Lion which survives, and a text called ‘the Greene
Knyght” which could be the text of the same title which survives in the seventeenth-
century Percy Folio, or alternatively a version of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight or
some other, lost, romance with similar subject matter.®’ Item 16 on Lester’s transcription
seems to correspond with Paston’s ‘Grete Boke’, for which a bill also survives.®' This
inventory evinces the borrowing and lending of books, for example the volume containing
the ‘Warwyk’ and ‘Richard’ texts which John ‘had off myn ostesse at pe George’, a
‘Troylus’ text which passed through the hands of two other men before Paston, two books
seemingly on loan to others, and one that was a gift from ‘Percyvall Robsart’.%* In a letter
to John II, Thomas Danverse promises to send him Ovid’s De Arte Amandi, further
evidence of book-sharing among the Pastons and their friends; the Paston letters also

include requests for books to be sent to the owners while away from home, again

STH.S. Bennett, The Pastons and their England, Chs. 1-2; Noble, The World of the Stonors, 36; Michael
Johnston, ‘A New Document Relating to the Life of Robert Thornton’, The Library 8, no. 3 (2007), 308; see
also Keiser, ‘Lincoln Cathedral Library MS. 91°.

%% General Prologue in The Riverside Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson, 3" ed. (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2008), 339, 336, 341-356.

**G. A. Lester prints the inventory: ‘The Books of a Fifteenth-Century English Gentleman, Sir John Paston’,
Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 88 (1987), 202. The inventory can also be found in Norman Davis, ed.,
Paston Letters and Papers of the Fifteenth Century, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971, 1976), 1: 516-18.

50 Lester, ‘The Books’, 202, 203-4. On the Percy Folio The Grene Knight, see: Douglas Gray, ‘A Note on the
Percy Folio Grene Knight’, in Arthurian Studies in Honour of P.J.C. Field, ed. Bonnie Wheeler (Cambridge:
D. S. Brewer, 2004); Severs, Handbook, no. 26 (pp. 57-58); The Greene Knight and its introduction in Sir
Gawain: Eleven Gawain Romances and Tales, ed. Thomas Hahn, TEAMS Middle English Texts Series
(Kalamazoo, Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, 1995).

6! Curt F. Biihler, ‘Sir John Paston’s Grete Boke, a Fifteenth-Century “Best-Seller”, Modern Language Notes
56 (1941), 345-6.

62 Lester, ‘The Books’, 216-17; see the inventory on 202, items 1, 2, 5, 6, 8.
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broadening the context and possible audience for their readership.® This suggests that
these texts’ circulation was wider than their household of ownership. Moreover, the
evidence of Paston’s inventory accords with C. E. Moreton’s argument that families like
the Pastons had meaningful interaction with others of various social positions, making it
unsurprising that Paston might share a book with his ‘ostesse at pe George’.** Another
social reading network is suggested by the fifteenth-century Findern Manuscript
(Cambridge, University Library, MS Ff.1.6), which is known to have belonged to a
Derbyshire gentry family.®® The manuscript contains thirty different hands; there are also a
number of names written after texts and in the margins, perhaps evidence of occasions
when texts were enjoyed by a group together.®® Though this is not a major romance
manuscript (it contains only a single romance, Sir Degrevant), it provides evidence of what
appears to be communal compilation and reading amongst the gentry.

Evidence suggests that, in addition to county gentry, the romances were of interest
to urban merchant families as well, the ‘burgeis’ households of cities like London,”” York,
and Leicester.”® Both King Horn and Guy of Warwick have been identified as romances
likely aimed at a mercantile audience, and Nicole Nolan Sidhu argues for how a context of

the guilds forms a productive reading environment for the moral problems of 7he Clerk’s

% Davis, PL, 2: 379-80 (No. 745); the letter is from January 1467. Nicola McDonald discusses this letter in
‘Gender’, in A Handbook of Middle English Studies, ed. Marion Turner (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons Ltd.,
2013), 69; Lester, ‘The Books’, 211-12.

64 C. E. Moreton, ‘A Social Gulf? The Upper and Lesser Gentry of Later Medieval England’, Journal of
Medieval History 17 (1991); see also Deborah Youngs, ‘Cultural Networks’, in Gentry Culture in Late
Medieval England, ed. Raluca Radulescu and Alison Truelove, Manchester Medieval Studies (Manchester
and New York: Manchester University Press, 2005), esp. 129-31.

65 Richard Beadle and A. E. B. Owen, eds., The Findern Manuscript: Cambridge University Library MS.
Ff.1.6 (London: The Scolar Press, 1977), vii-viii; Guddat-Figge, Catalogue, No. 11 (pp. 90-94); Michael
Johnston, ‘Sir Degrevant and the “Findern Anthology” (Cambridge, University Library MS Ff.1.6)’, Studies
in Bibliography 59 (forthcoming), 3, 19; Johnston, Romance and the Gentry, 150-52.

% Beadle and Owen, Findern Manuscript, xi-xii; Meale, ‘“Gode men / Wiues maydnes and alle men™’, 222;
Michael Johnston, ‘Sir Degrevant and the “Findern Anthology’”’, 4. Many of these hands contribute only
single poems to the manuscript which are known in that copy only and may be original compositions (Beadle
and Owen, Findern Manuscript, xii).

67 Ralph Hanna argues that until Chaucer, London should be considered a province co-equal with other urban
centres in literary output: London Literature, 1300-1380 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 2-
3; Hanna, ‘Reconsidering the Auchnleck Manuscript’, in New Directions in later Medieval Manuscript
Studies, ed. Derek Pearsall (York: York Medieval Press, 2000), 9.

68 Meale, ““Gode men / Wiues maydnes and alle men”’, 217-20; Maryanne Kowaleski and P. J. P. Goldberg,
eds. Medieval Domesticity: Home, Housing and Household in Medieval England (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2008). See especially the essays by Felicity Riddy, ‘“Burgeis” Domesticity in Late-
Medieval England’; P. J. P. Goldberg, ‘The Fashioning of Bourgeois Domesticity in Later Medieval England
from a Material Culture Perspective’; and Jane Grenville, ‘Urban and Rural Houses and Households in the
Late Middle Ages’.
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Tale.” These urban families share the gentry interest in upward mobility, as reflected in
Chaucer’s descriptions of the urban craftsmen in the Canterbury Tales. The social
climbing of the burgess’s wives intimates the negative light in which urban upward
mobility has been viewed, both by medieval clerical discourse and occasionally by modern
scholars.”® At the same time, the burgesses clearly take themselves seriously as a
respectable group of amicable peers, ‘a greet fraternitee’ whose natural environment is the
guildhall, with fine clothes and accessories and clear positions in line for roles in urban
administration.”' These various characterisations of the urban merchants suggest them as
an audience likely to identify with the romances’ concerns with family, social identity, and
individual advancement.

There are three manuscripts which have immediate relevance to this study, one of
which belongs to a gentry owner, Lincoln, Cathedral Library, MS 91, and two of which are
linked to Leicestershire and are likely to have been owned by urban families: Cambridge,
University Library, Ff.2.38 and Ashmole 61.”* Aside from providing more concrete
evidence of readership by linking physical texts with their medieval owners or at least
regions, these manuscripts are important for presenting the literary contexts in which the
romances were read. Typically, this is a context of other romances and an assortment of
religious texts or moral narratives.

Two romances in this study are taken from Lincoln, Cathedral Library, MS 91, or
the Lincoln Thornton: Sir Eglamour of Artois, and Sir Perceval of Galles, the latter of
which appears here in its only surviving English version.”® The manuscript’s owner, Robert
Thornton, is known to have compiled and owned this and one other romance manuscript
(London, British Library, MS Additional 31042). The Lincoln Thornton is a collection

which preserves romances amongst many other texts, including many liturgical texts in

% Rosamund Allen, ‘The Date and Provenance of King Horn: Some Interim Reassessments’, in Medieval
English Studies Presented to George Kane, ed. Edward Donald Kennedy, Ronald Waldron, and Joseph S.
Wittig (Woodbridge, Suffolk: D. S. Brewer, 1988), 121-25; Robert Rouse, ‘Walking (between) the Lines:
Romance as Itinerary/Map’, in Purdie and Cichon, Medieval Romance, Medieval Contexts, 144-7; Nicole
Nolan Sidhu, ‘Weeping for the Virtuous Wife: Laymen, Affective Piety and Chaucer’s “Clerk’s Tale™”, in
Kowaleski and Goldberg, Medieval Domesticity.

0 General Prologue in Benson, The Riverside Chaucer, 374-8; Pearsall, ‘The Development of Middle
English Romance’, 91-2; Riddy, “Burgeis” Domesticity’, 19-20.

7 Riddy, “Burgeis” Domesticity’, 19-20; General Prologue in Benson, The Riverside Chaucer, 364, 366-72.

72 Michael Johnston, ‘Two Leicestershire Romance Codices: Cambridge, University Library MS Ff.2.38 and
Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Ashmole 61°, Journal of the Early Book Society 15 (2012), 85-100. Johnston
argues that these manuscripts are linked to each other through dialect and paper source.

3 Guddat-Figge, Catalogue, No. 27 (pp. 135-42).
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Latin, and its likely scribe and owner is an example of the ‘middling gentry’.”* Thornton

had close contact with local magnates and a role in administration as a tax collector, as
well as possibly participating in some local litigation, and suspected of involvement in
some kind of political unrest against the Crown.” He therefore represents the particular
position of gentry readers of romance, having a degree of local authority but also being
subject to other authorities above him, and therefore in a position to negotiate a number of
roles and relationships. He also had access to social networks which provided him with
sources for his texts, again reinforcing the impression of gentry audiences as part of a
community of interacting readers.”®

Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ashmole 61 represents the manuscript of a more urban
audience.’” This manuscript provides two romances studied here, Sir Isumbras and Sir
Cleges. The manuscript contains many scribal signatures by ‘Rate’, and on the basis of this,
the Leicestershire dialect, and the fish and flower decoration, Lynne Blanchfield proposes
that the manuscript’s owner was connected with the Corpus Christi Guild in Leicester.”
The book, quite likely, would have belonged to an urban ‘burgeis’ household, and its
contents reflect a variety of reading materials with both a spiritual and pragmatic appeal:
saintly legends, advice poems, devotional poems, and exemplary stories in addition to
romances. A similar manuscript is CUL Ff.2.38, which also contains a selection of
devotional works, catechetical works, exemplary stories and, at the end, a selection of

romances.”” Among its romances are four which are studied here:*® Sir Eglamour of Artois,

74 Keiser, ‘Lincoln Cathedral Library MS. 91°, 177, 160-64; Michael Johnston, ‘A New Document’, 305-7.

75 Michael Johnston, ‘A New Document’, 307, 308-9, 312; Keiser, ‘Lincoln Cathedral Library MS. 91°, 162-
3.

76 Keiser, ‘Lincoln Cathedral Library MS. 91°, 165-76.
" Guddat-Figge, Catalogue, No. 70 (pp. 249-52).

78 Blanchfield, ‘An Idiosyncratic Scribe’, 5-6, 146-61, 159-60; George Shuffelton, introduction to Codex
Ashmole 61: A Compilation of Middle English Popular Verse, TEAMS Middle English Texts Series
(Kalamazoo, Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, 2008), 4-5.

7 Frances McSparran, ‘Literary and Historical Significance of the Manuscript” in the introduction to
Cambridge University Library MS Ff.2.38, ed. Frances McSparran and and P. R. Robinson (London: Scolar
Press, 1979), vii-xii; Guddat-Figge, Catalogue, No. 12 (pp. 94-9).

8 Sir Tryamour and Le Bone Florence of Rome are studied here in their CUL Ff.2.38 versions. Sir Eglamour
of Artois is studied in its Lincoln Thornton version, as noted above. Robert of Cisyle will be studied in the
edition by Edward E. Foster, which uses the Vernon Manuscript as a base text: Amis and Amiloun, TEAMS
Middle English Texts Series, 2" ed. (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, 1997, 2007).
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Sir Tryamour, Le Bone Florence of Rome, and Robert of Cisyle.*! 1t is an undecorated book,
and the variety of material, all in English, suggests that the book was for both enjoyment
and education in a lay bourgeois household of the late fifteenth or early sixteenth century.™
Although this book groups romances at the end, suggesting that its compilers recognised
romance as generically distinct from the other material, as with Ashmole 61 the book’s
varied contents are a reminder of the readers’ wide interests and reading capabilities. In
fact, all three manuscripts noted here—the Thornton, Ashmole and CUL manuscripts—
suggest an audience with generic awareness and the ability to read different kinds of texts,
an audience ‘literate’ in the more expansive sense. Moreover, the presence of multiple
genres in these manuscripts, not always differentiated into sections, requires an active
response in determining how a given text is to be read. It may even suggest, as I shall
explore below, that our own tendency to ascribe vastly different modes of reading to
‘spiritual’ versus ‘secular’ texts may force a differentiation which the manuscripts do not.
These manuscripts also return us to the readers themselves, the range of material
suggesting that these books met a variety of needs and were used by a whole household
and possibly wider social network of readers. In the household, very likely they would
have been read by, or heard by, many different ages and by both sexes. As we know from
studies of the medieval bourgeois household, it also would have included non-kin members
of equal rank or of peasant background, those who lived with the family as servants or
apprentices.®® The same would be true of a gentry household, as the history of the Paston
family shows: a household would include wards (like Stephen Scrope, the ward of the
Pastons’ friend Sir John Fastolf), household retainers like Richard Calle (who had enough
interaction with the family to fall in love with Margery), or children sent from other
families to be educated, as was common practice and as happened to John Paston III, who

was placed in the household of the Duke of Norfolk.**

81 Although the generic identity of Robert of Cisyle as a romance (rather than a saint’s legend or exemplum)
is subject to debate, in this manuscript it appears along with the other romances with nothing to suggest that
it is out of place among them.

%2 McSparran and Robinson, CUL MS Ff.2.38, vii, xvi-xvii; Felicity Riddy, ‘Temporary Virginity and the
Everyday Body: Le Bone Florence of Rome and Bourgeois Self-Making’, in McDonald, Pulp Fictions, 200-1.

% Riddy, ““Burgeis” Domesticity in Late-Medieval England’, 14-36; Grenville, ‘Urban and Rural Houses
and Households in the Late Middle Ages’; P. J. P. Goldberg, ‘The Fashioning of Bourgeois Domesticity in
Later Medieval England’, 136.

8 H.S. Bennett, The Pastons and Their England, 75, 42-46, 83; Susan M. Wright, The Derbyshire Gentry,
51-53.
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The reading scenario in which these audiences encountered the romances might
have been private reading, but in fact there is more evidence for social reading scenarios,
such as the Findern manuscript mentioned above. Such a social situation is also described
in ‘The Lament for Sir John Berkeley’, a poem which Turville-Petre found written on the
back of a document from 1395. Berkeley is described as a ‘householder’ (39) who enjoyed
fine entertainments (much like Chaucer’s Franklin), including:

‘[...] Daliance of damisels to drive away po day,
To rede him oright romance were redi on array.” (43-44)*

Here, it seems that the gentry householder enjoys hearing romances read aloud to him by
ladies.*

This setup provides the forum for what Helen Cooper argues was the usual mode of
reception for the romances, ‘engaged reception’.®’” Cooper proposes that the meaning of the
romances to their medieval readers would have been construed in the context of discussion
and debate, a format which was important to medieval academic culture as well as in
chivalric culture.® I have argued elsewhere that the English texts translated by John
Trevisa suggest that at least one fourteenth-century noble reader desired equipping to
participate in academic debates.®” However, there is also a debate culture centring around
love in the demandes d’amour tradition, which has Continental popularity but for which
one manuscript in English survives, titled ‘Demaundes off Love’ and dated 1487 in the
manuscript.” The text provides questions and answers, some theoretical about the nature

of worship, largesse and courtesy, and some hypothetical about preposterous love triangles

% The poem is printed in Thorlac Turville-Petre, ‘The Lament for Sir John Berkeley’, Speculum 57, no. 2
(1982), 336-38.

% John Ivor Carlson suggests that this is the context for which Thornton copied his texts, based on changes
made to sources which facilitate spoken delivery: ‘Scribal Intentions in Medieval Romance: A Case Study of
Robert Thornton’, Studies in Bibliography 58 (2007-2008), esp. 65.

87 Cooper, The English Romance in Time, 13.
8 Cooper, The English Romance in Time, 13.

% Jennifer Barton, ‘Instruction and Information in the Works of John Trevisa’, Marginalia 9 (2009),
http://www.marginalia.co.uk/journal/09education/barton.php.

PwW. L. Braekman, ed., The ‘Demaundes off Love’, Scripta 7: Mediaeval and Renaissance Texts and Studies
(Brussels, Omirel: 1982), 7, 11-13; Nicola McDonald, ‘Games Medieval Women Play’, in The Legend of
Good Women: Context and Reception, ed. Carolyn P. Collette (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2006), 190-93; for
a study of a similar topic, see McDonald, ‘Fragments of (Have Your) Desire: Brome Women at Play’, in
Kowaleski and Goldberg, Medieval Domesticity.
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and other lovers’ situations.”’ The text’s editor proposes that, although answers are given
to the questions in the text, evidence suggests that the questions could have been used in a
game in which participants, like the speakers in the text, were required to rationalise their
own answers to questions which clearly have no obvious ‘right’ answer.”” Indeed, Cooper
suggests that Chaucer’s Knight in fact invites his hearers to just such a debate about
whether Arcite or Palamoun has the better fate: “Yow loveres axe I now this questioun: /
Who hath the worse, Arcite or Palamoun?’®® This is precisely the type of question the
‘Demandes off Love’ presents.”* Though it might seem an idle question to consider, in fact
choosing to ‘side’ with one knight or the other approaches the larger issue of justice in the
poem. Moreover, as Nicola McDonald suggests, such games could have formed the
context for forming marriage relationships as well as for players (women particularly in
her study) to use the ‘empty forms’ of the games’ text to voice their own amorous and
sexual desires.” Nor are the ‘Demaundes’ alone in this function, for other game texts, like
Ragemon le Bon, suggest a similar role in fostering participatory chamber entertainment.”®
This illuminates the way in which the ‘hypothetical’ debates given in texts like the
‘Demaundes’, instigated by Chaucer’s Knight, and clearly possible in the reception of the
romances, easily transition from talking about a topic to voicing one’s own identity. In
other words, the debate culture of ‘engaged reception’ provides a context in which
romances can be seen as the vehicles for multiple, situational, and personally articulated
responses, and function as a medium for readers to shape individual and social identities.
This thesis will assume that any romance was potentially read aloud to an audience
who would have been prepared to debate such questions ‘to drive away po day’ as Sir John
Berkeley did. This of course means that the perspectives on each romance might have
differed, just as indeed the question of Chaucer’s Knight already assumes and fosters such

difference. It also means that the romances, through social reading and conversation, could

o1 Braekman, ‘Demaundes off Love’, 15; for different types of question, see, for example, sections 2.33-35,
2.20, 2.28.

22 Braekman, ‘Demaundes off Love’, 14-15.
% The Knight’s Tale in Benson, The Canterbury Tales, 1347-8.

% One scenario in the ‘Demandes’ is particularly reminiscent of The Knight's Tale, namely one in which the
questioner asks which is better: to see a lady often but be unsure of her love, or to be sure of her love but see
her rarely because one is ‘in a toure’ (Brackman, ‘Demaundes off Love’, 1.9).

%> McDonald, ‘Games Medieval Women Play’, 185-87, 196-97.

% Other examples of game texts, especially those in Oxford, Bodleian Library, Digby 86 and London, British
Library, Harley 2253, are discussed by Peter Coss in The Foundations of Gentry Life: The Multons of
Frampton and their World, 1270-1370 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 230-256.
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readily be rendered available for a negotiated and ‘contemporary’ practical application—of
whatever sort—to the lives of their medieval hearers and readers. This particular potential

for applicability will form the final part of this introduction.

Romance Exemplarity

It is necessary, in making any assessment of the cultural work which the romances
perform, to have a functioning model for how readers would have understood the
translation from text to practical, individual experience. That is, how did the readers of
medieval romance assess the relationship of their own personal lives, and their own society,
to the romances they read? In romance studies, the answer to this question has usually
centred around the dichotomy of pleasure and instruction, the ‘teach and delight’ mandate
which has its root in Classical thought and which medieval theorists absorbed and
debated.”” Many modern scholars thus approach the issue of romance ‘application’ through
either pleasure or edification. Those who argue that the cultural work of romance is
achieved through pleasure tend to focus on romance as fantasy, as wish-fulfilment, as a
commodity, or take psychological approaches. On the other side of the debate, scholars
who argue that a romance’s cultural work is achieved through moral edification tend to
focus on reading patterns of saintly life, character growth, or exemplary and didactic
rhetoric. These didactic readings of romance, at first glance, are the best way of making
sense of those romances which either overtly declare an exemplary purpose, or suggest it
by their hagiographic sources or moral rhetoric.” However, as I will discuss below, the
concept of romance didacticism is a problematic one, not because the romances do not

teach (indeed, they do so in many and profound ways), but because the criticism

%7 For a discussion of the medieval debates on this topic and their sources, see Glending Olson, Literature as
Recreation in the Later Middle Ages (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1982), Ch. 1.

%8 Sir Tryamour explicitly claims to be an ‘ensaumpull’ (10). Both Le Bone Florence of Rome (2176-81) and
Robert of Cisyle include an overt moralisation (438-40). Sir Cleges, Sir Isumbras and Robert of Cisyle all use
the language of ‘pride’ in the downfall of their heroes. In addition, most descriptions of romance heroes use
superlative language and hence imply a moral evaluation. See Sir Tryamour in Harriet Hudson, ed., Four
Middle English Romances: Sir Isumbras, Octavian, Sir Eglamour of Artois, Sir Tryamour, TEAMS Middle
English Texts Series, 2™ ed. (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, 2006); Carol Falvo
Heffernan, ed., Le Bone Florence of Rome, Old and Middle English Texts (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1979); Robert of Cisyle in Foster, Amis and Amiloun, Robert of Cisyle and Sir Amadace;
Octavian in Hudson, Four Middle English Romances,16-21; King Horn in Sands, Middle English Verse
Romances, 19-20; MacEdward Leach, ed., Amis and Amiloun, E.E.T.S. o.s. 203 (London: Oxford University
Press, 1937, 1960), 2506-8; Edith Rickert, ed., The Romance of Emaré: Re-edited from the MS., with
Introduction, Notes, and Glossary, E.E.T.S. o.s. 99 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1908, 1958), 37-42;
Frances E. Richardson, ed., Sir Eglamour of Artois, E.E.T.S. o.s. 256 (London: Oxford University Press,
1965), 7-12.
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surrounding romance didacticism has tended to polarise it from romance pleasure, or to
understand didactic narrative in ways that are too simplistic to enable a nuanced critical
reception. After a summary of some of the scholarly discussions of didacticism, I shall
argue that we need to replace the discourse of didacticism in romance criticism with the
discourse of exemplarity, or ethical reading.

The first problem with the critical discussions of romance as didactic, as noted
above, is the tendency to dissociate didacticism from pleasure. This is most evident in the
criticism from the 1950s to the 1980s. In general, critics from this period tend to debate the
primary goals of romance in terms of pleasure and didacticism. These goals are often seen
to be at odds with one another, as evinced by the various debates which centre around
determining which of these purposes—to delight or instruct—predominates in a given
romance or group of romances, or even the genre as a whole. Early in the twentieth century,
Laura Hibbard Loomis (1924) divides the romances into three groups, the third of which is
‘Romances of Trial and Faith’, a division which assumes and enforces the view that a
romance can be identified by a single uppermost mode, for example edification.”” Dorothy
Everett, in 1955, concludes that in the romance genre pleasure always predominates as a
goal over didacticism, and Donald Sands in 1966 agrees.'”® Just over a decade later, Derek
Pearsall (1968) confronts the debate without making such a sweeping categorisation of the
genre, but his discussion not only assumes the same dichotomy of pleasure versus teaching,
but pairs it with the implicit assumption that a didactic romance can never be as interesting
or literary as one which is directed towards other purposes. Thus, he describes the morally
puzzling romance Amis and Amiloun as one ‘never burdened by its didactic theme’, in one
fell swoop classing the romance as didactic—which is hard to deny, given its saintly
models and religious imagery—but ‘salvaging’ it for serious literary study by assuring us

ol pearsall’s article is

that this didacticism isn’t as detrimental to the story as it might be.
fascinating for its thick texture of unspoken assumptions, one of which is that the popular,
including the pleasurable and the didactic, is at odds with the literary and sophisticated.

This assumption means that admitting any didactic element in a romance immediately

% Laura A. Hibbard Loomis, Mediceval Romance in England: A Study of the Sources and Analogues of the
Non-Cyclic Metrical Romances, 2" ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1926-1959; first published
1924), vii; see also Maldwyn Mills, ed., Six Middle English Romances (London: J. M. Dent and Sons, 1973),
vii.

1% Dorothy Everett, Essays on Middle English Literature, ed. Patricia Kean (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1955,
1959), 15; Sands, Middle English Verse Romances, 1.

"% pearsall, ‘The Development of Middle English Romance’, 109.
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disqualifies it from any capacity for nuanced meaning. In a recent essay, Pearsall
moderates many of his earlier opinions to offer a more congenial view of romance, but
does so, interestingly, not by establishing new terms for judgment but by emphasising the
other side of the dichotomy, ‘the pleasure of popular romance’.'” In other words, mid-
twentieth-century scholars carry on a debate over the teach-or-delight dichotomy, while
considering it largely a dichotomy, and assuming that in a given romance one goal will
usually predominate over the other, or even at the expense of the other. This approach, it
seems to me, not only forestalls the question of whether pleasure and teaching might be co-
operative (as indeed medieval rhetoricians considered them to be),'” but does so by
avoiding one obvious feature of the romances, that they often claim to teach while
simultaneously being shaped to feed a number of pleasures.

In later romance criticism, critics often continue to focus on pleasure and teaching
as being different or opposing goals. Thirty years after Dorothy Everett’s claim that the
romances privilege pleasure, Edmund Reiss (1985) says the opposite, that the romances
may be entertaining but are basically didactic, and W. R. J. Barron (1987) echoes this
position by stating that the characters of romance exist ‘in the service of [the romance’s]
didactic purpose’.'” However, though this sense of dichotomy persists, later critics are
more comfortable with discussing the didactic purposes of romance without viewing these
as reasons to exempt the romances from serious study. For example, Matthew Woodcock
(2006) discusses Isumbras and Guy as romance heroes whose saint-like lives illustrate the
need to integrate both secular heroes’ lives and the didactic message of saints’ lives.'*®
Andrea Hopkins provides a book-length study of the penitential romances in a clear

indication that unashamedly didactic romances are nonetheless worthy of extended study

(1990).'°

102 Pearsall, ‘The Pleasure of Popular Romance’, 9-18.

195 Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990), 60, 257; see also the discussion of the use of pleasure in teaching by Richard de
Bury in his Philobiblon, in The Love of Books: The Phlobiblion of Richard De Bury, trans. E.C. Thomas
(London: The De La More Press, 1902), 83-87, also repr. in Robert P. Miller, ed., Chaucer: Sources and
Backgrounds (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 74-76.
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These scholars’ efforts accept that ‘the didactic’ in romance is worthy of serious
investigation, but this brings us to the second problem I mentioned above, namely the
inherent limitation of the concept of ‘didacticism’. This is presumably because of its
repeated use in certain ways over years of criticism. For one thing, taking a didactic
approach tends to convert narratives into universal injunctions, reading a one-to-one
correspondence of an ‘example’ to the moral mandate, in the form of a universal: one
should perform penance, one should pray to God for help, one should not be proud.'”” The
overt moralisations of romance narrators themselves often foster just such universalising
interpretations; as Mitchell observes, though in his opinion ‘medieval examples do not
solicit static generalities’, nonetheless ‘they constantly seem to’> (emphases mine).'”® For
another thing, ‘didacticism’ or an exemplary narrative still seems to require apology by
critics on behalf of the medieval writers and readers who thought that this was an
acceptable literary mode.'” Finally, the “didactic’ functions of medieval texts can also
become entangled with ideas of coercion, so that didacticism in narrative is seen as a force
for manipulating a passive reader or preserving hegemonic power.''® Stephen Knight,
though not directly discussing the didactic aspect of the romances, summarises this view
well when he sees the ‘social function’ of many of them as being to ‘[validate] the
practices of the feudally powerful, and [persuade] the non-powerful of the authenticity of
the whole imaginary’."""

In summary, the critical discussions of romance’s social relevance, moralisation, or
exemplarity are often hampered by the assumptions and terms of the discourse of

didacticism. Even describing romances as ‘moral’ or ‘instructional’ or ‘edifying’—other

197 Andrea Hopkins’s analyses can tend in this direction, for example her consideration of Sir Gowther as a
penitent (The Sinful Knights, 170, 173-74). See also Dieter Mehl’s interpretation of Sir Isumbras (The Middle
English Romances, 129).

198 J. Allan Mitchell, Ethics and Exemplary Narrative in Chaucer and Gower (Cambridge: D. S. Brwer,
2004), 1. For examples from the romances, see n. 98, above.

1% Mehl’s comment on Emaré, which he deems to be organised around a moral rather than for entertainment,
is a good example: he urges his readers not to judge the romance just because it is meant for contemplation
and devotion (Middle English Romances, 138-9). See also J. A. Burrow, Ricardian Poetry: Chaucer, Gower,
Langland and the Gawain Poet (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1971), 83; Pearsall, ‘The Development of
Middle English Romance’, 109.

1o Mitchell, Ethics and Exemplary Narrative, 1; Burrow, Ricardian Poetry, 83; Larry Scanlon, Narrative,
Authority, and Power: The Medieval Exemplum and the Chaucerian Tradition, Cambridge Studies in
Medieval Literature 20 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 29.

" “The Social Function of the Middle English Romances’, 103.
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terms which might suggest themselves—can have a similar effect to classifying them as
‘didactic’.

I propose that, in lieu of the discourse of didacticism in relation to romance, the
discourse of exemplarity or ‘ethical reading’ provides a better model for understanding
how these texts might have practical relation to the lives of their readers, and for how
medieval readers themselves would have understood that relation. Recent studies by
Scanlon and Mitchell, as well as Carruthers’ study of the role of memory in ethics, have
made it clear that overtly exemplary medieval texts (such as Handlyng Synne) are not the
only ones which may invite ‘exemplary’ readings.''? Many ‘secular’ narratives, like the
romances, are available to be read ethically, and Mitchell applies his theory of ethical
reading to The Clerk’s Tale, which is a romance.'"® These scholars all urge that a text’s
potential to pose an example for behaviour is best understood not as a static property of the
text, but as a result of a certain ethical reading process; John Dagenais argues that this
ethical reading is in fact the predominant mode of reading in the Middle Ages.''* These
new studies of medieval ethical reading, or the discourse of exemplarity (as opposed to the
discourse of didacticism), provide the most fruitful means for appreciating the romances’
varied applications to the lives of their readers.'"

J. Allan Mitchell approaches the topic of exemplarity in medieval texts by
explaining that reading narratives ‘ethically’ is a process involving a reader’s moral
judgment engaging with the examples given in a narrative. This method of reading is what
medieval exegetes would call the tropological response, or reading with a view to
recognising what action to take; in other words, reading a text for its pertinence to the
world of action.''® In the Middle Ages, the main approach to ethical reading was derived
from the moral casuistry of Aristotelian ethics, which took a case-based approach to ethics.

This approach is distinct from ‘categorical ethics’, and seeks to build guides for action out

12 Mitchell, Ethics and Exemplary Narrative; Scanlon, Narrative, Authority, and Power; Carruthers, The

Book of Memory, esp. Ch. 5.

"3 Mitchell, Ethics and Exemplary Narrative, Ch. 7.

"4 The Ethics of Reading in Manuscript Culture: Glossing the Libro de Buen Amor (Princeton, New Jersey:

Princeton University Press, 1994), xvii.

"5 For another endorsement of the plurality of ethical responses to romance, see Melissa Furrow,
Expectations of Romance: The Reception of a Genre in Medieval England, Studies in Medieval Romance
(Woodbridge, Suffolk: D. S. Brewer, 2009), e.g. 175-76.

"¢ Mitchell, Ethics and Exemplary Narrative, 14.
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of an array of specific cases.''’ The movement of logic in casuistic ethics is ‘upward’ in
this sense, from specific cases to more general principles, but also continually allows for a
return back down into the specific case as a point of comparison or as a point for enacting a
moral principle.'™® In other words, as Mitchell says, ‘Reading for the moral describes the
narrative (as opposed to strictly normative) ethics exemplarity promotes [...].”'" Ethical
reading continually locates moral relevance in the specific narrative case. Thus, medieval
exemplary narratives of any sort—including romances—should be seen not as avenues
leading to sterile and categorical ‘morals’,'* but as individual cases which can be fruitfully
compared to others or drawn upon for guidance according to a particular situation.

The reader is an active agent in this process, not only as the one whose conscience
judges the cases presented in the narrative, but as the one who effects the translation of the

121

exemplum into the world of action. " John Dagenais has argued that medieval readers in

general did not read texts as self-enclosed, but rather as a world of human action ‘co-
extensive with their own’.'*? In other words, any narrative was available to be exemplary
to a reader prepared to see it as one; ethical reading is not confined to texts which proclaim
themselves to be exemplary, or which seem ‘didactic’ to critics. Mary Carruthers’ study on
medieval memory makes it clear why this is: a well-trained memory would be supplied
with examples from books and was the foundation of prudence, which evaluates
remembered examples and makes decisions about what action to take in present
situations.'” Both Aquinas and his source, Cicero, see prudence as a faculty which judges

between good and bad and guides action.'** Prudence is developed through the

accumulation of examples in the memory, and operates by judging a present situation in

"7 Mitchell, Ethics and Exemplary Narrative, 5.

18 Mitchell, Ethics and Exemplary Narrative, 24, 27; William Lyon Benoit, ‘Aristotle’s Example: The
Rhetorical Induction’, The Quarterly Journal of Speech 66 (1980), 188; see also Richard B. Miller, Casuistry
and Modern Ethics: A Poetics of Practical Reasoning (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press,
1996), 21.

"9 Mitchell, Ethics and Exemplary Narrative, 4.

120 Cf. Johan Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages: A Study of the Forms of Life, Thought and Art in
France and the Netherlands in the XIVth and XVth Centuries, trans. F. Hopman (London: Penguin Books,
2001; first published 1924 by Edward Arnold), 223.

121 Mitchell, Ethics and Exemplary Narrative, 17, 76.
122 Dagenais, The Ethics of Reading, xvii, 8, 217-18.
123 Carruthers, The Book of Memory, esp. Chs. 1 and 5.

124 Carruthers, The Book of Memory, 65-7, 69.
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light of these examples.'? This is why, Carruthers observes, moral decisions in medieval
texts are often accompanied by ‘fragments’ from memory, exempla which form the basis
for the decision: as examples, she cites Chaucer’s Dorigen in The Franklin’s Tale and
Abelard’s Heloise.'*® Although an example might be linked to a specific occasion via the
expression of a maxim, such as ‘a sinner should perform penance’, the real function of this
categorical maxim is simply to allow examples to be usefully grouped by topic and thus
useful for an occasion.'”” For Dorigen, a host of ‘ensamples’ serve to reassure her that
‘many a noble wyf er this / And many a mayde’ have killed themselves rather than ‘with
hir body doon trespas’.'*® In memorial terms, the moral norm (e.g. the example of female
chastity) functions simply as a useful category under which to group similar cases, and a
given example might fall under multiple categories.'*’ The logical movement is not from
moral norm to specific case, but between specific cases, from Dorigen’s situation to the
situations of the women she remembers, mediated by the statement of a norm. This means
that the categorical norm, of which common examples from romance might be headed by
concepts as ‘penance’, ‘humility’, ‘pride’, and ‘doughtiness’, does not delimit a reading of
a particular example, but simply represents one possible subject classification under which
to group given narratives in memory. Ethical reading does not require us to say that Sir
Isumbras only teaches that knights should not be proud and should perform penance.
Rather, Isumbras provides examples of pride and penance, among other things; a certain
ethical reading might translate these into injunctions, ‘do not be proud’, but this is by no
means the only ethical reading available, as [ hope to show in Chapter Four. And, in the
context of the ‘engaged reception’ I described above for the romances, Sir Isumbras might
seem relevant in many different ways at once to a group of medieval readers of differing
sexes, ages, household and social roles, and particular circumstances.

The implications of ethical reading for Middle English romance are that, regardless
of whether the romances announce themselves to be exemplary (though some do), it is
legitimate to read them through this particular ethical lens. That is, to consider the ways in

which a romance might have relevance to its medieval audience, one approach is to ‘read

125 Carruthers, The Book of Memory, 66-7.
126 Carruthers, The Book of Memory, 179-81.
127 Carruthers, The Book of Memory, 181.

'28 The Franklin’s Tale in Benson, The Riverside Chaucer, 1419, 1364-66; her rehearsal of examples is 1367-
1456.

129 Carruthers, The Book of Memory, 181.
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for the moral’."** As I have emphasised, this is not the reductive reading of a romance as
didactic in a single way or the classification of certain romances (but not others) as having
a particular goal of teaching. Rather, it is an appreciation of the many ethical categories to
which a romance might belong, and the copious morals it can offer according to situation
and audience. As Mitchell argues in his analysis of The Clerk’s Tale, it is quite possible for
a romance to be read ethically and to be ‘polyvalent’ in meaning.'*' The discourse of
exemplarity has several particular benefits for medieval romance criticism. First, it avoids
the teach/delight dichotomy and allows critical assessments to move beyond classifying
romances on this scale and focus, among other things, on how pleasure and practical
purpose might be co-operative in a genre that so clearly aims at both. Second, the discourse
of exemplarity relies on a theory of ethical reading practices, which shift the focus from the
text as a static and enshrined object and towards a fuller appreciation of the text in its
dynamic relationship with the reader and its translation into the world of practical
experience.

I would like to conclude this discussion of romance exemplarity with two examples,
from romance, of readers who read for the moral. The first example is from Gower’s
Confessio Amantis where Amans explains how reading the romance Ydoine and Amadas
consoles him in his misery:

[...] Min Ere with a good pittance

Is fedd of redinge of romance

Of Ydoine and of Amadas,

That whilom weren in mi cas,

And eke of othre many a score,

That loveden longe er I was bore.

For whan I of here loves rede,

Min Ere with the tale I fede;

And with the lust of here histoire

Somtime I drawe into memoire

Hou sorwe mai noght evere laste;

And so comth hope in ate laste,
Whan I non other fode knowe. (Book 6, 877-89)'**

Notice how Amans uses the language of the ‘case’ or particular situation, describing

Ydoine and Amadas as those who ‘whilom weren in mi cas’, thereby linking their case

130 Cf. Mitchell, Ethics and Exemplary Narrative, 4.

1 Mitchell, Ethics and Exemplary Narrative, Ch. 7.

132 G. C. Macaulay, ed., The English Works of John Gower, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1900-1901),
vol. 2.
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with his. By the activity of memory, Amans extracts from the romance what can only be
described as ‘the moral’: ‘Hou sorwe mai noght evere laste’ (887). This is done with the
explicit purpose of supplying himself with some practical help, ‘hope’ for his own situation.
It is a “‘moral” which does not only supply a course of action (patience in the face of
suffering) but also the understanding and attitude which permit this action. It is not, in this
sense, a moral which coerces an unintelligent reader into blind response; it is a moral
derived (in speech, ‘engaged reception’) by the reader himself, leading to action via a new
understanding. Thus, Amans in this short passage engages in exactly the kind of ethical
reading of romance that I have described.'*

Interestingly, the romance which Amans finds so useful receives another ethical
‘reading’ in another romance, Emaré. In that romance, ‘Ydoyne and Amadas’ are
portrayed as one of the four sets of lovers on the elaborate cloak worn by the heroine (122).
I agree with Elizabeth Scala that the embroidery should be seen as a ‘text’ analogous to a
manuscript miscellany, and the characters’ encounter with it thus represents a kind of

134 The cloak has some connection to the next event, which is that Emaré’s father

reading.
develops an incestuous lust for her, though interpretations of this episode differ widely.'*
However, I think the image-embroidered cloak provides the visual cue for the emperor’s

memories of the romance stories it portrays, and that his desire for his daughter reflects an

133 For a similar reading of this passage in Confessio Amantis, see Furrow, Expectations of Romance, 158-60.
13 <The Texture of Emaré’, Philological Quarterly 85, no. 3 (2006), 226-32.

135 Anne Laskaya and Eve Salisbury quote various interpretations in the introduction to their edition of the
text in The Middle English Breton Lays (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, 1995), 149-
50. See also: Nicholas Perkins, ‘Ekphrasis and Narrative in Emaré and Sir Eglamour of Artois’, in Purdie and
Cichon, Medieval Romance, Medieval Contexts, 59; Emaré in Walter Hoyt French and Charles Brockway
Hale, eds., Middle English Metrical Romances, vol. 1 (New York: Russell & Russell, Inc., 1964), note to line
168 (p. 428); Mortimer J. Donovan, ‘Middle English Emaré and the Cloth Worthily Wrought’, in The
Learned and the Lewed: Studies in Chaucer and Medieval Literature, ed. Larry D. Benson, Harvard English
Studies 5 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1974), 339-41; Marijane Osborn,
Romancing the Goddess: Three Middle English Romances about Women (Chicago: University of Illinois
Press, 1998), 205 and the footnotes to the poem on 258-9, notes to lines 79-187; Margaret Robson, ‘Cloaking
Desire: Re-Reading Emaré’, in Romance Reading on the Book: Essays on Medieval Narrative Presented to
Maldwyn Mills, ed. Jennifer Fellows, Rosalind Field, Gillian Rogers and Judith Weiss (Cardiff: University of
Wales Press, 1996), 67; Mills, Six Middle English Romances, 197-8, note to lines 83-168; Mehl, Middle
English Romances, 139; Amanda Hopkins, ‘Veiling the Text: The True Role of the Cloth in Emaré’, in
Medieval Insular Romance, ed. Judith Weiss, Jennifer Fellows and Morgan Dickson (Cambridge: D. S.
Brewer, 2002), 81-82; Ross G. Arthur, ‘Emaré’s Cloak and Audience Response’, in Sign, Sentence,
Discourse: Language in Medieval Thought and Literature, ed. Julian N. Wasserman and Lois Roney
(Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 1989); Anne Savage, ‘Clothing Paternal Incest in The
Clerk’s Tale, Emaré and the Life of St Dympna’, in Medieval Women: Texts and Contexts in Late Medieval
Britain: Essays for Felicity Riddy, ed. Jocelyn Wogan-Browne et al., Medieval Women: Texts and Contexts
3 (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2000).
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ethical application of ‘reading’ the romances as exempla.'*® The emperor models himself
upon the romance heroes, defined (in his reading as well as in the cloak’s images
themselves) by their amorous desires for the heroines. Obviously, this ‘reading’ of the
romance is substantially different from the one Amans gives, which underscores the point
that the romance Amadas and Ydoine, now known only in an Anglo-Norman version (if
this is the one referred to), is not limited to a single moral. Without even knowing precisely
which romance is referred to, it is clear that Amans and Artyus derive two vastly different
interpretations from it; Amans takes it as a comfort and consolation, in a sense as an
encouragement to remain submissive in his situation, Artyus as the opposite, a prompt not
towards inertia but towards (un)ethical action.

It might be objected that there is no proof that these ‘readers’ are reading the same
romance, as it is possible that two romances existed under that title with different plots.
However, even allowing for this, I would reiterate that Amans and Artyus both ‘read’ the
romances in question not only in vastly different kinds of ways, as described above, but
also in ways that do not correspond to the kinds of moralisations that a didactic analysis
might suggest. They do not conclude that they should be generous or avoid pride, or
undertake penance, nor that they should attempt a reconciliation of the chivalric and the
religious life—all ‘moralisations’ which may readily be found in romance criticism."'*’
Rather, they see romance ‘cases’ as parallel to their own in unique ways according to their
specific needs and desires. They also take from the romances both a form of ‘pleasure’
(consolation or erotic stimulation) and equally a form of exemplary ‘teaching’ towards an

attitude or action (patience or sexual pursuit).

The importance of an ethical reading model to this study is that the romances’
temporal negotiations feed and work alongside exemplary reading. The romances use both

temporality and exemplarity to forge a relationship with their readers. Ethical reading,

136 The description of the cloak echoes the kinds of ‘memory images’ of medieval academic texts, which are
used to fix all kinds of information in the memory (e.g. Carruthrs, The Book of Memory, 221-22, 230-42,
248-49).

"7 For a discussion of pride and ‘God’s works’ in Sir Isumbras, see Ann Dobyns, ‘Exemplars of Chivalry:
Rhetoric and Ethics in Middle English Romance’, in Romance and Rhetoric: Essays in Honour of Dhira B.
Mahoney, ed. Georgiana Donavin and Anita Obermeier, Disputatio 19 (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2010),
27-29. Also see Andrea Hopkins’ account of the same romance, including a consideration of [sumbras’
generosity as in fact a vice (The Sinful Knights, 132-3). For a reading of several romances as examples of
penance undertaken, Hopkins’ whole book is relevant; for a discussion of the working out of love/marriage
and chivalric values in Ywain and Gawain, see John Finlayson, ‘Ywain and Gawain and the Meaning of
Adventure’, Anglia 87 (1969).
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moreover, itself embodies a certain view of time, namely a ‘presentist’ approach which
sees the past as a source of visionary solutions to present issues and models for personal
identities."** Moreover, temporality shares exemplarity’s concern with identity, for
scholarship on memory and desire (past and future) indicates how temporal orientations
shape identity.'* Thus, exemplarity and temporality work together to address and shape
the audience. The interrogation and thinking required to complete an ethical reading are
mirrored in the texts themselves as they ‘think through’ the complexities of existence in
time, equipping their gentry and bourgeois medieval readers to confront the

transformations effected by time in their own lives.

138 For the term ‘presenist’, see Utz, ‘Coming to Terms’, 104; for a view of this in medieval reading practice,
see Dagenais, The Ethics of Reading, xvii.

13 One of the early connections between identity and time is Augustine’s meditation in Book 11 of the
Confessions, where the discussion of the nature of time is interspersed with personal meditations on the
implications of time for individual existence and relationship to God. The use of memory in the formation of
identity is foundationally discussed by Halbwachs, On Collective Memory; see also Fred Davis, Yearning for
Yesterday: A Sociology of Nostalgia (New York: The Free Press, 1979), Ch. 2 and Ch. 5; Susan A. Crane,
‘Writing the Individual Back into Collective Memory’, American Historical Review, 102, no. 5 (1997). In
medieval studies, examples of studies of memory and identity include: Carruthers, The Book of Memory, Ch.
2, esp. 61, and 181; Carruthers, ‘Meditations on the “Historical Present’, 137-155; Sarah Foot,
‘Remembering, Forgetting and Inventing: Attitudes to the Past in England at the End of the First Viking Age’,
Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 6" ser., Vol. 9 (1999), 185-200; Heng, Empires of Magic;
Ingham, Sovereign Fantasies, esp. 3-4; Vitz, Medieval Narrative and Modern Narratology, 3, 214. Vitz
argues that desire is the primary means of medieval characterisation and even provides a good basis for
classifying texts based on the relation between desire and its satisfaction.
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Chapter 1: The Nostalgic Past of Romance
The Middle English romances consistently take place in the past, not only by implication
but often by direct insistence that the story happened long ago. This is frequently done by

. 1
some reference to the characters as the audience’s ‘elders’ or ancestors:

And giff pam ioye pat will here
Of eldirs pat byfore vs were,
bat lyued in grete honoure. (Sir Eglamour of Artois, 4-6)*

In the bukes of Rome als it es tolde
How byfelle amange oure eldyrs olde [...]. (Octavian, 10-11)

Lystyns, lordyngys, and ye schall here
Of ansytoures that befor us were,
Bothe herdy and wyght,
In tyme of Uter and Pendragon [...]. (Sir Cleges, Ashmole 61 version, 1-4)*

Ther folke sitis in fere
Shullde men herken and here
Off gode that before hem were
That levede on arthede. (Sir Degrevant, 5-8)°

A few romances heighten and develop this sense of pastness by an explicit meditation on
how times have gone bad since then:

[...] This greves [thickets] wexen al gray

That in her time were grene.

[...] The gode ben al oway

That our elders have bene. (Sir Tristrem, 1:14-15, 18-19)°

bai [ Arthur’s knights] tald of more trewth pam bitwene
Pan now omang men here es sene,

For trowth and luf es al bylaft;

Men uses now anoper craft. (Ywain and Gawain, 33-36)’

"'talics in the following quotes are all mine.

% This is the Lincoln Thornton text from Richardson, Sir Eglamour of Artois.
3 In Hudson, Four Middle English Romances.

*In Shuffelton, Codex Ashmole 61.

> In Sentimental and Humorous Romances, ed. Erik Kooper, TEAMS Middle English Texts Series
(Kalamazoo, Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, 2005).

%In Lancelot of the Laik and Sir Tristrem, ed. Alan Lupack, TEAMS Middle English Texts Series
(Kalamazoo, Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, 1994).

7 Albert B. Friedman and Norman T. Harrington, eds., Ywain and Gawain, E.E.T.S. 254 (London: Oxford
University Press, 1964).
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Other romances shape the pastness of their subject matter by focusing on its source and
transmission, essentially claiming that the narrators had to do a bit of archival work or oral
history gathering to dig out the present story:

We redeth oft and findeth ywrite -

And this clerkes wele it wite -

Layes that ben in harping

Ben yfounde of ferli thing. [...]

In Breteyne bi hold time

This layes were wrought, so seith this rime. [...]

Now of this aventours that weren yfalle
Y can tel sum ac nought alle. (Lay Le Freine, 1-4, 13-14, 19-20)

Mo ferlyes on pis folde han fallen here oft

ben in any oper pat [ wot, syn pat ilk tyme. [...]

Forpi an aunter in erde I attle to schawe [...].

If 3e wyl listen bis laye bot on little quile,

I schal telle hit as-tit, as I in toun herde [...]. (Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 23-

24,27, 30-1)

When Chaucer puts romances in the mouths of his characters, he also reiterates this
convention of siting the story in the past. The Knight’s tale is sourced from ‘olde stories’
and takes place ‘whilom”.'” The Clerk’s tale is about a ‘markys’ who ‘whilom lord was of
that lond” of Saluces.'' The Wife of Bath’s tale takes place ‘In th’olde dayes of the Kyng
Arthour’ which were ‘manye hundred yeres ago’.'

Often meshed with these insistences upon the pastness of the story is a suggestion
that this past has exemplary value. This is the case in the explicit meditations of decline in
Sir Tristrem and Ywain and Gawain. It is an openly stated feature of Sir Tryamour, where
the narrator claims that his listeners will receive a ‘gode ensaumpull’ (10)."* Chaucer’s

Clerk tells his tale with an overt moral interpretation (1142-47), as does the narrator of Le

Bone Florence of Rome (2176-84)."* Many other romances imply the exemplarity of their

¥ In Laskaya and Salisbury, The Middle English Breton Lays.

° Tolkien and Gordon, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.

' The Knight’s Tale, in Benson, The Riverside Chaucer, 859.

" The Clerk’s Tale, in Benson, The Riverside Chaucer, 64.

12 The Wife of Bath’s Tale, in Benson, The Riverside Chaucer, 857, 863.
" In Hudson, Four Middle English Romances.

' Heffernan, Le Bone Florence of Rome; Mitchell, Ethics and Exemplary Narrative, Ch. 7, esp. 117, 122,
129. Mitchell argues convincingly that the Clerk’s tale is ‘about’ exemplarity, and that the conflicting
interpretations offered by the other characters illustrate Chaucer’s point about the polyvalence of possible
moral interpretations. I have approached this issue in the Introduction, and will do so again in Chapter Four.
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subject matter by describing the heroes of the past in terms of superlative and total
approval: the ‘herdy and wyght’ elders in Sir Cleges (3), or the ‘gode’ in Sir Degrevant,
where the use of the word ‘good’ as a noun identifies characters of the past solely by their
moral excellence (see quotations above). Examples of heartily approved romance heroes
abound even beyond the quotes given above. The narrator of the Ashmole 61 Lybeaus
Desconus declares for his hero that ‘A beter knight, ne more profetabull, [...] / Herd I
never of rede’ (10-12)."° In Emaré, it is said of Artyus that ‘so gret a lord was none’ (30).
In Le Bone Florence of Rome, Troy is the birthplace of knights ‘hardy and kene’, than
whom none better ‘in all thys worlde was neuyr 3yt’ (4-5). In this sense each romance

takes a structurally solipsistic approach to its own hero, setting him (and sometimes her) up
as the preeminent example of moral or chivalric excellence. The use of past examples for
moral purposes is given direct explication in the context of a history, Mannyng’s Chronicle,
where Mannyng writes that part of the ‘wisdom’ of having a written record is in order to
know ‘pe dedis of kynges’ in a specifically moralising context: the important thing to know
is ‘whilk were foles & whilk were wyse’, among other moral qualities.'® Mannyng accepts
that the past can have moral usefulness and that this exemplary quality is intrinsic to the
writing of a chronicle.

These two conjoined features of romance, an emphasis on the past and an emphasis
that the past is exemplary, have led to scholarly debate. No doubt this is partly because the
suggestion that the past can be made morally useful is problematic to a positivist historical
perspective, and also because of the feeling of some twentieth-century critics that the moral
intentions of medieval narrative mar or debase it."” In general, a modern approach to the
past would claim that the goals of ‘narrating the past’ and ‘providing moral examples’ are
inimical to one another. At very least, it is not always clear from the romances why

pastness and exemplarity should so often go together, and sometimes in the same sentence.

'* Lybeaus Desconus, in Shuffelton, Codex Ashmole 61. Other examples of heartily approved central
characters include: Amis and Amiloun, 5-6, 31-6; Emaré, 37-42; Octavian, 13-24; Sir Orfeo, in Sands, Middle
English Verse Romances, 1-8; Sir Cleges, in Shuffelton, Codex Ashmole 61, 7-12; Sir Perceval of Galles, in
Sir Perceval of Galles and Ywain and Gawain, ed. Mary Flowers Braswell, TEAMS Middle English Texts
Series (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, 1995), 3-4. Chaucer’s Sir Thopas is similarly
exemplary (in Benson, The Riverside Chaucer, 715-17), though his physical description, read humorously,
signals that this romance feature is perhaps reproduced satirically (in Benson, The Riverside Chaucer, 724-
31).

'® Robert Mannyng, The Chronicle, ed. Idelle Sullens, Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies 153
(Binghamton, New York: Binghamton University, 1996), 1.16, 1.17, 1.18-20.

"7 Burrow, Ricardian Poetry, 82; Pearsall, ‘The Development of Middle English Romance’, 109. Pearsall
praises Amis and Amiloun for being ‘never burdened by its didactic theme’.
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Alternatively, like some critics, we may conclude that the exemplary claims of the Middle
English romances flow automatically from their past setting, that they are symptoms of the
‘medieval view of the past’ characterised by what Patterson calls ‘deference’.'® C. S. Lewis
describes medieval writers and readers as ‘exhilarated’ by the ‘backward [...] glance’
towards a ‘packed and gorgeous past’ which is the same as the present only better.'® This
interpretation suggests that the medieval romances try to be exemplary simply because
they assume that the past is better, that exemplarity is a natural consequence of the
medieval view of the past.

However, such a view of the romances’ approach to the pastness of their own
setting oversimplifies several important features of their approach. For one thing, the
concept of deference to the past, as Larry Scanlon demonstrates, easily passes over the
agency which is required in textual production; the narrators of Middle English texts do not
‘defer’ to the past so much as they use it and shape it to particular ends, remaining active
agents, while their audiences equally play a crucial part as agents in the success or failure
of a particular narrative of the past.”’ For another thing, simply labelling the romances’ use
of the past as ‘deferential’ and ‘exemplary’ does not in fact explain the operations which
achieve this particular perspective or the reason for it. Finally, this whole discussion may
seem at odds with some of the notable features of the romances themselves, for instance
that so much of their content is clearly not suitable (or presumably intended) for emulation,
even in cases where the narrator claims that it is exemplary; moreover, as many studies
have emphasised, the romances often shape the ‘past’ to the purposes of fantasy, pleasure,
and desire, exuberant aspects of the genre which are hard to reconcile with a serious
interpretation in terms of a deferential and exemplary use of the past.”’

In this chapter, I would like to suggest that the way through these contradictions is
through a more refined understanding of the ‘pastness’ and the ‘exemplarity’ of the

romances, and of how these elements in fact work together. The first step is to redefine the

'® patterson, Negotiating the Past, 198. A similar view is voiced by Gurevich, that medieval ethics sought to
repeat the past in the present, effacing the division between them (Categories of Medieval Culture, 98-99).

" Lewis, The Discarded Image: An Introduction to Medieval and Renaissance Literature (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2002; originally published 1964), 185.

20 Scanlon, Narrative, Authority, and Power, 37-8.

' E.g. Geraldine Heng, Empires of Magic, sees romance as a fantasy; Caroline Eckhardt sees Sir Perceval as
humorous: “‘Arthurian Comedy: The Simpleton-Hero in “Sir Perceval of Galles™’, The Chaucer Review 8
(1974); Vitz sees desire as the primary animating force of medieval characterization (Medieval Narrative and
Modern Narratology, 3).
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romances’ ‘deference’ to the past as a form of nostalgia, and then to see how they shape
this nostalgia as a conduit for their exemplary aims. In Sir Tryamour, nostalgia is
meticulously created to foster a desire for the exemplary aspects of the fictional past, while
in Ywain and Gawain, a similar nostalgia is invoked but then examined, provoking a
different kind of identification with the past not as superior, but as consolingly similar to

the present.

Sir Tryamour and the Creation of Nostalgia

In Sir Tryamour, the narrator coordinates his exemplary goals with a carefully
cultivated nostalgia. Unlike some romances, where the narrator seems to promise more for
his narrative than he delivers, the narrator of Sir Tryamour makes modest claims for his
story’s exemplary value, allowing the narrative itself to expand beyond what is promised in
its presentation of a blessed and excellent knight. The narrator then orchestrates a closing
to the romance which causes Tryamour to recede gradually from the audience’s vision in
such a way as to create the effect of time’s passage and evoke nostalgia for the narrative
which has been ‘experienced’ but subsequently lost. The structure of Sir Tryamour
ultimately strengthens its exemplary goals by manipulating the audience’s relationship to
the past into one of nostalgia.**

The first indication of the pastness of the story is structural, and lies in the explicit
references the narrator makes both to himself and his audience. He refers to himself in the
first person singular, ‘Y’ (5, 9, 17, 888), and his audience in the second person plural, ‘ye’
and ‘yow’ (4,9, 11, 1689). The presence of a visible narrator is a common feature of the
romances in general, and one easily classed as null in significance or, at least by some
scholars, interpreted as the textual relic of an oral performance.” However, instead of

. . . . . 24
dismissing the self-announced narrator, or assigning his references to himself™ a purely

2 My model for the idea of manipulating an audience’s relationship to the past, in order to bring it to a
nostalgic relationship, is taken from Nicholas Dames’s discussion of the Victorian novel, Amnesiac Selves,
18.

2 For comment on this, see Fewster, Traditionality and Genre in Middle English Romance, 23; Ganim, Style
and Consciousness, 71, 149. Andrew Taylor demonstrates the lack of evidence for the so-called ‘minstrel’
manuscripts being intimately tied to an oral tradition in ‘The Myth of the Minstrel Manuscript’.

T will consistently use the masculine pronoun to refer to the narrator. Technically, of course, the gender of
the narrator is not specified, nor would a female narrator be historically impossible; in a household reading
context, in fact, a female member might easily have read the romance to an audience an thus inhabited the
role of the speaking subject. However, as my arguments pertain to temporality and not directly to the
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mimetic significance, it is important to recognise the narrator’s role in establishing
temporal relationships between two times: the narrated time, which is the time of the story
itself as represented in narrative,”’ and the time of narrating, which is the ‘present’ of the
audience and narrator.”® As Mieke Bal observes, in any narrative the relationship between
these two times, the narrated time and the time of narrating, can only be determined if the
narrator actually appears:

In other words, this problem of the temporal relationship [between time of narrating

and the story] cannot be separated from the problem of the status of the narrator.

[...] The narrator must tell his own story or someone else’s “in the first person’;

otherwise, the time of the narrating remains vague, indefinite, and above all
uninteresting.”’

In other words, a first-person narrator has a privileged function, which no other voice can
supply, in determining the temporal distance between when a story is supposed to have
happened and when it is told. Thus, even the blandest romance narrator is at least
responsible for articulating the chronological distance®® between his audience and the
romance Story.29

Another indication that the story takes place in the past is the narrator’s summary
treatment of his subject matter. In the introduction, he implies the distance in time by

giving a brief summary of events before the narration proper begins: he introduces the king

narrator’s gender, and because the most realized ‘fictions’ of romance narrators seem to assume a minstrel
character who would be male, for simplicity I will use the masculine pronoun.

3 T use the term narrative to represent what in Russian formalism is called the sjuzet, in other words the
rendition of events into a plot. See note 26, below, for references. In this choice of English language
terminology, I follow Genette (Narrative Discourse, 27); similarly, Paul Cobley, Narrative (London:
Routledge, 2006), 5-6.

%% The term story, as I use it here and throughout, corresponds with the term fabula, which originates with the
Russian formalists and refers to the events themselves, comprising the ‘fable’, as distinct from their narrative
rendition in a plot (which is referred t